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	1. Chapter 1

Violent. Dangerous. Psycho. Schizoid. Vienna Black was used to living with these labels. For nearly ten years, she had been held in an asylum. Originally it had been a prison, but when she said that she had been trained in "villainy studies", she had been brought to the place with white walls. It was schizophrenia, they had said. She had hallucinated it all, and found the jumpsuit at a costume store. The battles had all happened in her head.

It was a sign of paranoid schizophrenia – thinking that people were after her. But they were. The Aquarius Project did not end when an overly bright villain deleted all of the data and helped the subjects flee. They went underground instead, starting their work all over again from the ground up. The Project was keen on hunting down their escaped subjects, and would stop at nothing to get them back. There were still tests to be done, after all.

Thirteen subjects were still out of the Aquarius Project's reach. All of them were going to be difficult to find. They had no official records anywhere in the world, and they were the best in the business when it came to crime and the evasion of authorities. The Project's leader, known only as the Director, had already covertly canvassed the best villainy schools on the planet. Their subjects were not found there, and the rare blips on their radar turned out to be nothing.

Vienna had just reached her hundred and fiftieth push-up when someone knocked at her door. She opened it mechanically, a round nurse smiling as she pushed in a cart laden with medicines. She handed over a cup of pills and a bottle of water. "Seeing any more ninjas?" the nurse asked.

Vienna swallowed, opened her mouth to show that she wasn't hiding the pills, and at the nurse's nod, answered, "No, ma'am."

"Very good. Lights out in five minutes," the nurse told her, pushing the cart out of the room and closing the door. Vienna waited a few seconds, took the pills out from under her tongue, and crushed them beneath her shoe. She dropped down to do another push-up, blowing the dust from her anti-hallucinogens away. A soft knock came a few minutes later, the sign that the nurses wanted her to go to bed. She shut off the lights, opened the blinds, and continued exercising. She had no time to waste if she wanted to be in shape for her escape. Getting out of here was going to be no easy feat, but she could do it. She had been trained for this sort of thing.

Nearly an hour later, she was just beginning to yawn, looking out the window at the sliver of silver that constituted the moon. Two days and she would be out of there. Once the moon was fully dark, she could get out unnoticed for nearly four hours. By that time, she hoped to be crossing the ocean to find an old acquaintance. If she was right, as she often was, he was still hiding out on the same island. Interpol hadn't managed to find him in all of those years since the end of the project. Vienna hoped that she would find him before Aquarius found her. There was no way she was going back to their training programs. Her missions were her own. She was no hired mercenary.

She turned away from the window, opening the panel in the wall to go through her backpack of supplies one more time. She had managed to steal almost everything she would need, including whole rolls of cash filched from the doctors' pockets. Really, some of the people in this place were professional pickpockets. Why weren't the doctors more careful with their money? She smiled a cunning smile, knowing that once she was gone, Aquarius would probably turn the place over looking for her. She was always three steps ahead of them, but with her little sojourn in the asylum, she was only two. As she replaced the panel, making sure that it looked just like the surrounding wall, an explosion resounded from the West Wing. The building plunged into a full lockdown, complete with flood lights.

_Great_, she thought, grabbing her backpack and climbing into the ductwork and forever leaving Room 49. _They're here already. _

* * *

><p><strong>A.N.: Please let me know what you think so far! It'll be getting more HIVE-y in a chapter or so.<strong>


	2. Chapter 2

By the time the Aquarius agents had reached Vienna's room, she was well on her way to another hideout. She checked the phone that she had swiped from the nurses' station earlier that evening – she had been gone for ten minutes and was nearly in the middle of the forest that surrounded the compound. She typed some coordinates into the phone's GPS feature, and they came back: _**location not found. **_Sure that they were correct, she typed them in again. _**This**_ _**location does not exist.**_ She gave it one more try, this time seeing an emblem and receiving a warning on no uncertain terms: _**This location does not officially exist. Forces will come to intercept you if you try to locate these coordinates again.**_ Perfect. This was where she was going, and he was still there.

The Aquarius team ransacked the entire asylum, finding nothing. Jade, the tech specialist on the team, logged into the computer system while her accomplices, held the doctors and nurses who were nearby at gunpoint. "Vienna Black. Paranoid schizophrenic, hallucinations of villainy training and people being after her. Committed nearly ten years ago. This is definitely her. East Wing, Room 49. I want this place torn up. We need these subjects, dead or alive. Tear down the whole building if you have to!"

Vienna typed in the coordinates one more time, and a holographic face appeared on the phone's screen, talking to her as she ran through the woods, ducking into the shadows of a subway station when the woods finally cleared. "Hello. How can I help you?" the blue face asked.

"I'm Vienna Black. I believe your master knows who I am."

"I am sorry, but you have attempted to enter coordinates for a secret location possessed by an international organization one too many times. It will be easier for you I you remain in the same location while we come to you for information processing. Thank you." The face blinked out, turning the screen black and leaving the phone dead. Vienna had feared this would happen. She left the phone in the subway station, taking to the back alleys of the city instead.

She looked up, thinking that she had heard something. There was nothing there besides a clothesline. Curious. She could have sworn there was a hovercraft above her. She ducked into a bar to avoid anything that could have been lying above her, be it a drone or some sort of more complicated surveillance apparatus. The bar was louder than it needed to be, and drunken people were practically on top of each other. She did notice, however, that there were a few people around the room who appeared to be alert and sober. _Too_ alert. They all wore black… curious. Shaking her head, she ducked into the alley behind the bar, sidestepping a man puking behind a Dumpster.

"Hold it right there," said a voice. A woman in a black jumpsuit stepped out of the shadows. A jagged scar ran down the side of her face. "I would recommend that you don't move. You're surrounded, and I don't think fighting me will be too good for your health."


	3. Chapter 3

Vienna swore, looking around her. There were at least ten black-clad agents around her, not counting the woman who had just drawn a katana sword that glowed with purple electricity. She nodded, raising her hands in surrender and approaching the woman, who did not lower her weapon. When she got very close, not even a meter away, she said meekly, "I know I'm no match for all of you. If you'd like, you can let me go and I will never bother you again, or you can take me to your leader."

"There is no way we're letting you go," said Raven. "Men, handcuff her and get her onto the Shroud. We need to bring her in."

"You know, I don't think I like that attitude," Vienna grinned, swiping an elbow backwards and taking out the two men that had approached her from behind. Raven got her into a chokehold, but she had flipped Raven over in the blink of an eye. The remaining agents approached somewhat hesitantly. Although they had the numbers and muscle mass against her, Vienna obviously made up for that in skill. "Okay, now that I've had a bit of fun, I really would like to see your leader." She walked up to the Shroud on her own, as if she had known all along where they had parked the invisible vehicle. "Are you all coming, or am I driving there on my own?"

Astonished, Raven followed. As soon as she had Vienna properly secured, she called in to HIVE. "Colonel, I've got the person who raised the alarm on our system. She's a lot more dangerous than we thought at first, and she was willing to take on our team when she suddenly decided to come quietly. No, I really mean it when I say she _decided_. I honestly think she would have finished all of us off if she had wanted to. Tell the doctor to expect us in an hour, two at the very latest. He will definitely want to talk to her."

"I'm not talking unless I want to!" Vienna yelled from near the front of the Shroud.

"See? She doesn't seem to be very willing to follow any sort of rules. Please be prepared for a bit of a struggle," Raven said, "We'll see you soon, if she doesn't decide to hijack the Shroud."

The trip to HIVE was relatively uneventful. Vienna ended up falling asleep with Raven sitting across from her with her katanas bared. Raven was on edge for the whole flight, not trusting that her captive had really fallen asleep. She was sure that the girl was plotting something behind her closed eyelids. When she finally believed that Vienna was asleep, she took out her Blackbox, scanning Vienna's fingerprint and finding no matches in any systems, global or underground. This was impossible. She had captured someone that did not exist, even on the clandestine level that HIVE operated on.

They reached HIVE a bit later, early in the morning. Raven and a phalanx of guards escorted a surly Vienna up to the headmaster's office, where they deposited her in a chair. "Ooh, an office. Is this what you wanted to bring me here for? You could have just brought me to the nearest office supply store. The whole dragging-me-here-in-handcuffs thing was a bit overdramatized just for this." she said.

"No," came a voice from behind her. She would have turned around if she was not tied to the chair. A figure walked over to the desk and took a seat opposite her. Vienna halfway smiled. The man had gotten older, his black hair starting to show a bit of gray at the temples, but the sharp gray eyes were still the same. "You seem to have known our location. Why is that?" he asked in a very familiar voice, appraising the girl. Something about her made him think that he had seen her before. The hair, that was it. Liquid fire, he had called it once. His eyes widened in realization as she said, "Max. Good to see you again."


	4. Chapter 4

"You were dead," Nero said quietly.

"Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. I've actually spent the last ten years or so in an insane asylum. Thanks for the help getting me out of there, by the way. Joking! Goodness, it's a thing called _sarcasm_. It seems that you never caught on to that. Anyhow, I managed to get out of that horrendous program relatively unscathed, and stayed in a mental hospital for a while after the good old United States government caught me for embezzlement. Aquarius itself has been after me for years now, and I figured HIVE was safe if you were still in charge," she replied.

"Max, you know her?" Raven asked skeptically.

"I thought I was the only one who ever called you Max," Vienna laughed, "When did _this_ happen?"

"This did not _'happen'_, Vienna," Nero told her, "and yes, Natalia, You may release her. I am confident enough that she will not attack me." Raven untied her as Nero asked, "How did you survive though? I – we held a funeral for you and everything. We just figured they never found the body."

"Simple explosions can't kill lucky number Thirteen. I got out of there just fine, and so did most of the top Aquarius brass, unfortunately. Their mission now is to hunt down the thirteen of us that were left."

"I am very aware that they're hunting the subjects down. They had One, Two, Four, Six and Eight the last time we hacked into their systems. They think Nine is somewhere in Japan, but the rest of them are so far unaccounted for."

"Umm, a little explanation, please, Max?" Raven asked. "What exactly is this Aquarius Project?"

"The Aquarius Project was started by a rogue villainous organization, the Society of Atrocious Persons, called SOAP. They wanted to manufacture child fighters, mercenaries to do their bidding so they could take over organizations like HOPE and GLOVE. The managed to adopt fifteen one-year old orphans and began to train them in the Alps. They used them to kill presidents and rob billionaires, even to take over countries' governments in secret. It was really just a very concentrated HIVE, where they made the best and brightest. When GLOVE attacked them, their students scattered. Fourteen and Fifteen were confirmed dead, and now some of the others are back in their clutches. Once they collect all thirteen again, they think that they can take over GLOVE," Nero explained, "But you're wondering where we fit into this, I'm sure. HIVE was their first target when they tried to take over GLOVE and failed. We will, again, be their first target when they try again. If they have HIVE, they have all sorts of young, moldable minds available to them. Their main goal, simply enough, is to take over the world and give all of the power to their leader, whom they just call 'the Director'."

Vienna, obviously annoyed that she hadn't been allowed to speak for a full five minutes, added, "You're forgetting something, _Twelve_."

"Yes, Vienna, I'm saving the most startling part for last. Natalia, **I** am Subject Twelve."


	5. Chapter 5

"Wait, what?"

"Where did you think I got my training, Natalya?" Nero asked, "Surely not the military?"

"Okay, what the heck is this project? Why was all of this done? How did all of you escape? Start at the beginning, will you? I'm the only one in this office who is missing a huge piece of this back story," Raven complained. "Why did I never know this?"

_A girl glared up at the figures in gray, crouched on the mat of a training room. Others clad in black sat on a bench, watching and waiting. They would all watch each other, critiquing their performances and commenting on every move while doctors in lab coats checked monitors and watched the subject in the training room, all safely behind a pane of bulletproof glass. _

_The girl knew that the last subject had taken out all of the grey figures relatively quickly. She didn't look at the time posted on the board, but she knew that she had to beat it. He had done well, but she would do better. "Subject Thirteen, are you ready?" a voice asked over a cracking loudspeaker._

"_Like Hell I am," she growled, waiting for the signal. A green light went on and all chatter on the bench stopped. Everyone trained their eyes on number 13, watching as she managed to hit the red buttons on all five of the gray figures in two minutes and four seconds. _

_With a sneer, she strode confidently over to the bench, where the other subjects sat. "That was great," whispered the dark-haired boy next to her, "I got two-sixteen. You're up near the top of the scoreboard." She looked down her nose at him harshly. The subjects rarely talked in training, and formed their own groups when they were not in the training rooms. "I'm Max. Err, Subject Twelve," he said._

"_I know. Maximilian Nero, birthday in a month, Subject Twelve, most recent time score of two-sixteen," replied the girl, "I'm Vienna. Subject Thirteen." _

"_Alright, well done, everyone," Dr. Mitchell walked up in front of them, holding her clipboard. She was the head of the observation and nutrition part of the program, while another doctor took care of genetic engineering and tweaking the program to fit each subject. The Sensei actually trained them and the Director… well, no one had ever seen the Director, but he or she funded the project and watched everything from cameras mounted all over the building and enclosed courtyard. "Okay, we want to cut five seconds from these times within a week. We're going on to the obstacle course next, so if you will follow me…"_

_She led them to another room, much like the obstacle course at HIVE, though HIVE was not established. "Subject One, please stand at the starting line. The rest of you, take the bench. You all know what to do." Subject One, a boy named Jason, took an aggressive stance at the starting line. They would progressively move down the line, the next subject always halfway nervous about running the course and halfway ready to beat everyone else, no matter how badly they were doing that way._

_They sat in number order, like they always did in training. "What is the point of all of this?" asked Max, aka Subject Twelve._

"_I have no idea," Vienna whispered, "Why are you talking to me? We're supposed to be critiquing him and watching for patterns to follow so we can get through the course quicker." She continued looking straight ahead, watching Jason go through the obstacles, nearly falling into the water as he failed to see a bar coming out of the wall._

"_Because you look like you've been asking yourself the same question."_

"So you began plotting a rebellion?" Raven asked at that point.

"Not right away, but we had the idea of a rebellion forming right then."

"I think I'm still missing something," Raven said.

"You're missing a lot. Keep talking, Twelve," Vienna laughed.


	6. Chapter 6

_Three days later, one of the training rooms was filled with the subjects, the Sensei leading them through exercises before they divided into tactical groups, which would soon become their mission teams. As always, a group of doctors and scientists stood watching. They soon split up into three groups, two of four and one of five. _

_Team Three assembled in their corner. Jason, Subject One, and Walden, Subject Seven, took control of Teams One and two, but Team Three did not have a clear leader. It consisted of Subjects Ten to Thirteen, and seemed to be the most effective team despite their lack of a leader. The team members ranged in age and didn't look very similar, but they could take out a country if they were asked to. "Okay, here's today's mission folder," said Subject Ten, a girl named Aika. She passed out papers to the other three, scanning her own over. "Seems pretty easy. We need to split up, and when we get into the ductwork, go different ways. Watch the laser patterns, and I'll give a signal when it's time to move in. Max, Vienna, go right. We'll go left. Got it?" They all nodded, waiting for Team One to go into the simulator. _

_Team One accomplished their mission in ten minutes and fifty five seconds. Team Two was entering the simulator as Team One was walking out, a few of them with burns and charred eyebrows. During simulation training, the teams were not allowed to watch each other. They needed to know how to do things without watching the other teams, especially now. They would be going out on their first real-world missions in a little over a month. _

"Is all of this necessary?" Raven asked impatiently.

"Yes. Listen," Nero instructed.

_Team Two finished in nine minutes and a second. Team Three nodded to each other, walking to the simulator room as the other team took their spots on the bench. They split up, listening to the loud countdown. When they first started simulation training, they often set off a blaring alarm by touching lasers carelessly, but now they rarely did. No team failed now, not when the real missions were so close. Failure meant extreme punishment, especially now. Max and Vienna took to the right side of the ductwork, not waiting to see the other two head to the left. When Aika gave the signal, they dropped down into the room below, Max helping Vienna down. _

_They scanned the room once more, ducking lasers every three seconds. Vienna cast a glance around, watching the others. Diabolus was-_

"Darkdoom was involved? He was Subject Eleven?" Raven asked. She received no answer.

_Diabolus was looking ready to jump, but his timing looked off. Vienna shook her head almost imperceptibly and he relaxed, ducking the laser sweep that he would have jumped right into. Vienna, on the other hand, rolled onto the floor, jumping up in front of the pedestal that held the briefcase they were supposed to be retrieving. The team scrambled into the air ducts again, narrowly missing a final laser sweep. They dropped into the hallway in front of the others waiting on the bench. Dr. Crane was waiting for them. "Very good, Vienna. You most definitely have some talent," he said, "You accomplished that in six minutes and forty seconds."_

"What ever happened to good old Dr. Crane?" Nero asked Vienna, stopping his story suddenly.

"He just happened to crash his Maserati into an oak tree after the brakes failed on his way home from his mistress's apartment. I swear I had nothing to do with removing the brakes," Vienna said, trying to keep a straight face.

_The teams headed back to their "common room", the large room that contained televisions, gaming systems and the like that led off to their (numbered) bedrooms. Team Three sat down to go over their mission, overall agreeing that it went very well, although not totally according to plan. They decided that they were practically ready for a real mission, whatever it may be. Then they split up. Vienna headed for her room and a shower before dinner was served, Max following her down the hallway to his room, which was next to hers'. "You're gorgeous," he blurted out as she scanned her fingerprint to open her door._

"_Excuse me?"_

"_You heard me."_

"_You've been watching me watching you, haven't you?" Vienna asked, "Well-_

"So you ended up going out?" Raven interjected a question.

"Yes," Vienna answered, "and it was all downhill from there."


	7. Chapter 7

_Late every night, Team Three met up in room 13. From one sheet of paper sprang two, then three and so on, laying out plans. They each would spend hours in the library, pretending to be researching things for their academic stories, but in reality, they were copying down charts and graphs related to the facility. They had all caught the rebellion bug. The Aquarius Project was going to come down, and Team Three was going to start is fall. _

_They would end up breaking meetings up after two hours or so, the latest lasting until two in the morning. Max would invariably stay, helping Vienna put away papers and hide documents that they wanted to keep away from the authorities, stalling as long as he could before Vienna kicked him out and told him that they had training the next morning. _

"Okay, let's skip ahead to the actual overthrowing, please," Raven stopped the story. "I don't want to hear about all of this."

_Late one night, Team Three held a meeting with all of the other subjects. All of them agreed that they were being held for no reason, and that they were willing to help each other escape. Something had to be done before they were forced out and unleashed upon an unsuspecting world. _ _They planned to all sneak out in two weeks, and there would be nearly all-night meetings until then. The rest of the subjects needed to be brought up to speed, and they needed to start stealing a deadly cocktail of chemicals from the laboratories and classrooms._

_Team One would start stealing the next day, and Team Two would start undermining the security of the system. Team three would be the brains behind the whole project, spearheading the effort to get everyone out of there. One night, after a meeting, Max hugged Vienna, giving her a rose as he left. She had no idea where it had come from, since the gardens in the buildings only grew vegetables, and the only way out was through the front gate. _

At this point, Vienna interrupted, taking over the story.

_She closed the door, looking at the clock and yawning. She picked up the rose, twirled it in her hand and watched as it turned into gray ash. She jumped back, looking at her hands. "What the…?" Nervously, she swept up the dust and put it in her garbage can. She approached the small window near her bed, where a plant sat in a pot. She looked at it, seeing that it was green and alive. Hesitantly, she touched it. Immediately, it withered and turned brown, crumbling into the dirt._

_She ran next door, knocking quietly but frantically. Max opened the door with a smile as she rushed in, shutting the door behind her. Careful not to touch him, she sat down in his desk chair. "Max, I just killed that rose."_

"_It was dead when I gave it to you."_

"_No, it turned into dust. And it happened with another plant too," she said, sounding seriously afraid._

_Max's face changed as he said, "Try the plant at the window…"_

_She did, and he watched as it turned black and crumbled, cringing when he reached for her arm, although he didn't die like the plants had. "Vienna, I think they've been experimenting on you. They've given you the power of… well, of death." _


	8. Chapter 8

"Well, the power that I discovered had come from the labs. Apparently the genetic engineer, Dr. Crane, was running experiments on some of us that we didn't know about. They actually came in handy when we made our attempt to escape. To make a long story short, the night of the new moon, when everything was dark, we had Team one override the security systems and let us all out. We got out of the gates relatively okay, but I had to kill two of the guards. Alarms started going off after a few minutes, and we were well away by that time, so we detonated the building. It had a mechanism that would allow for the immediate detonation of the ammunition stockpile, so we wired it up to a rudimentary remote and worked from there. We all pretty much ended up going our separate ways after the sun came up and we had nearly reached the end of the forest. We were safer in groups of two or three, and they eventually all split up. We've been running ever since," Vienna explained.

"A lot of the subjects have changed. Some of them are dead, and others are still on the run. I know for a fact that one of them went through several witness protection programs and is now living under an alias that he procured as another alias, all while running one of the largest banking firms in the world," Nero said, "And with that, this leads us to the question of what we ought to do with you, Vienna. We can't let you go, since you've come to HIVE for help in the first place. What options do we really have? Hmm…"

"Send her in to help the Colonel teach. If she's as good as she says that she is, then she can help him. Or just set her up doing hand-to-hand combat. We have way too many people to train and not enough people to teach," Raven contributed.

"Well, if you agree to that, then you can stay at HIVE, at least as long as it is safe here," Nero offered.

"I'll try not to kill very many of your students," she replied, "I'll take your offer, but remember, all of us have changed, and I'm not as forgiving as I was before. There are only so many times you can mess up before I reach my limit with you. With anyone."

"You will control yourself and not kill any of my students, no matter how exasperating they are being. I am not going to take that," Nero told her, suddenly becoming stern. "Raven will find you your quarters, most likely with the Alphas for now. Dinner will be served soon, and I guess I'll have to introduce you. But this is your first and final warning: you are not allowed to hurt others here. It's not like it was in the Aquarius Project, and when you're fighting, you're not fighting for your life. Not anymore. You will be cordial to people and willing to work with them, no matter how stupid they seem to be. Or are. And you will **not** maim my students on purpose."

As she walked out, Vienna was muttering, "I can fake accidents then."


	9. Chapter 9

Otto, Wing, Laura, Shelby, Franz and Nigel had been assigned to Training Room B in the afternoon. Their first class with the new instructor. To tell the truth, she scared a lot of them. She hadn't said much when Nero introduced her, but Wing could tell right away that you did not cross this woman. If you did, you would end up in a hospital bed if you were lucky.

"Well, we're all here, aren't we? I only have six of you to begin with," Vienna said, coming out of the shadow that she had been lurking in. "One of you brave souls – well, I guess I should tell you why you're here in the first place. No, I have not been assigned a small group because I am inept. Rather, out of your whole year, you six have the most potential, I am told, so you will be trained separately. I will begin to teach you unarmed combat, but I will also be teaching anything the inept professors here do not cover to the subject's full extent. My rules are basic. There will be one warning and one warning only for anything and everything. Homework, tests, and discipline too. I do not believe in sending students to the administration or giving detentions, but I have been told that I am not allowed to harm any of you on purpose. Pity, I know. So my detentions will be hell, and that's a promise. Questions? No? Okay, let's get started. Pair up." She gave them a second before continuing, "I need to gauge where you are before I can teach you anything. You two," she pointed to Otto and Wing, "will go first. The rest of you will watch. Pay attention, because sometime during the year, you will be facing every one of the others. Learn their weaknesses from the start and you will have the up[per hand. Ready boys? You're aiming to get the other in a position where you could easily kill them unarmed, but please, no killing. I'm not allowed any bodies. Go."

Otto looked at Wing, who did not hesitate to attack him. Within a few seconds, Wing had pinned him down and Vienna had called him off. "Very good, Mr. Fanchu. Malpense, if you had not stood there like a deer in the headlights, perhaps we would have seen more of a fight. Girls, you're up."

Shelby and Laura managed to fight longer, but it was Shelby who came out with a win, having stopped Laura mid-roll by springing out of the stance that she was starting to take. Vienna nodded her approval. "I will be keeping track of your wins, by the way. There will be some sort of prize at the end of the year for the person who wins the most fights. Next."

Franz ended up almost squashing Nigel, having circled him unsurely for almost a full minute before Nigel tried to roll down to avoid a punch and take out Franz's feet on the way. All Franz had to do was sit down and he had won. "Can't… breathe…" Nigel managed.

"Well, that certainly was… interesting," Vienna told them once they had all sat down. "I can see some clear leaders here, which is a good thing. We need to bring up the end of the spectrum though. By the end of this year, I want all of you to be fully trained, trained well enough to take out, oh, I don't know, the Taliban, lets' say, with your bare hands." The students exchanged glances as Vienna continued, "I'm going to give you a bit of a break. I will be putting maps up on the projector and I want you to memorize them. We'll start with something simple, and then build up to plans of real places, like the Pentagon and the MI6 headquarters. I'm going to assume that this will be Malpense's specialty, but the rest of you will be expected to keep up with him by the end of the year."

"I am not liking this idea," Franz said as Vienna put up the first picture, leaving it there for a minute before asking where the best air duct on the outside of the building was for infiltration. "Behind the bushes?" Franz asked. He received a nod of approval, a sign that they would all soon see was one of the highest forms of praise in that room.

"Once inside, if we went through the bushes as proposed, what would be the quickest route to the laboratory, Trinity?"

"The quickest is a right and then through an office, but you could bypass a monitor in the duct and the inevitable cameras in the office if you went left and took the first right after that. It would be less hacking into the system and less of a chance that the hack would be noticed," Shelby said with her eyes closed, trying to visualize the map.

"Good. Your directions are a bit mixed up; it should be the second left. The first left would lead into another section of the building, but that was good for a first start."

As Vienna lowered the lights to put up another map, voices were heard in the hallway. There seemed to be several people out there, all of them talking loudly. She went to the door to yell at what was probably students skipping class, telling the six to wait a second. When she opened the door, there was a crowd of medical staff and a few teachers surrounding what looked like a body. "Pardon me, let me through," Nero said, running up to the group, "What the…" When the group parted, Vienna was able to see what they were standing around. There was a PolFi lying on the floor in a pool of blood.

"Stay here, all of you. Lock the door when I leave. This shouldn't be but a moment," Vienna instructed her class. She went over to the group, which wasn't far from her classroom.

"Looks like someone stabbed her with something, but I know all of the weapons are kept in the training rooms and are accounted for after every class," a nurse was saying, shaking her head.

"Not all of the weapons are in the classrooms," Nero said, "We have hidden arsenals here, in case we are attacked, but no one knows where they are, save a few trusted staff members, who have all been accounted for and have solid alibis already. Whoever did this, they know where these things are kept."

"Max," Vienna pointed, startling the people who had not noticed her there. "Look." The wall behind them was written on in blood: _**YOU'RE NOT SAFE, EVEN INSIDE THESE WALLS**_.


	10. Chapter 10

Vienna returned to the classroom as soon as the body had been taken away for further examination, and locked the door as an announcement buzzed everyone's Blackboxes, saying that the school was under lockdown until further notice and that classrooms were going to be searched. Marching to the front of the room, she explained, "None of you are supposed to know this, but they found a body in the hall, not far from here. If was a PolFi, and someone had murdered her. Whomever it is is still on the campus. So, for the next few hours, it seems, you have the pleasure of staying here. This does not mean I'm going to show a movie or anything. And no, Argentblum, before you ask, James Bond films do not count as 'class research'."

Someone knocked on the door, and Vienna opened it to find Nero and a search team. As the team combed the room for bloodstained weapons or anything else suspicious, Nero pulled Vienna aside. "I don't think this is a coincidence. A murder a few days after you've arrived… I know it wasn't you, and that's not what I mean, but I think someone here wants to send a clear message that they know what the Project is and know you were involved."

"What do you want me to do about it?"

"Watch your back. Have a gun next to you all of the time, and a knife to back that up. Don't let your Blackbox out of your sight, and don't go around alone too often," Nero advised. "You know I don't want you dead."

"Drop it, Max. the past is the past, and you, of all people, should know about burning bridges. Now I have a class to teach, thank you very much, and I would like to get the most benefit out of the time that we're stuck here. Goodbye."

"Rejected!" Otto whispered to the rest of the group, who were milling in a corner while the room was being searched.

"I heard that, Malpense," Vienna said as she locked the door behind the search team, "Take your seats again, please. We have a lot to do, and why not make the most of the time we're stuck here. Knowing Max's – Nero's – policies, the search team won't be done until well past dinner time [this news elicited a frown from Franz]. Now, will one of you gentlemen sitting near the cabinets please take out a pair of night vision goggles for everyone and hand them out?"

She killed the lights once they all had their glasses on, all of them remarking that they were so cool and everything looked different in the dark and why didn't these have lights on them like the ones you see everywhere else? "If they had lights on them, then people would be able to see you trying to sneak around in the dark. What's the point of being cloaked in darkness if everyone is wondering why there's a glowing light coming from the shaft over there?"

"Are we going to be sneaking around the school at night?" Wing asked.

"We could perpetrate a lot of mischief that way, but in light of the current situation, not for a while. We will, however, train with them in here, especially grappling, fighting, and general sneaking around in them. First off, I want each of you to come up here, just in the order that you are sitting, and sneak along the wall, drop into a shoulder roll, and then pretend to fire a gun. Yes, we will also be dealing with weapons while wearing these, so don't ask. Brand, you're up first."

Once they had all gone through the drill, Vienna turned on the lights and had them set up custom obstacle course. They would be tested on each one, first with the glasses and then without. "I am going to die," Franz griped as Laura moved a chair to add to a course. "My legs will become broken!"

"We're running them with the glasses first, and we will start as a class, then teams of three, then two, then individually. The course will change, but we will adapt to it, right?"

"I hope so."


	11. Chapter 11

By the time they went to dinner, they had gone through the course with night vision goggles as a class and in groups of three. The next day, they would tackle it in twos and on their own. Everyone was thankful to be leaving, but Vienna promised them that this was not the worst beating they would be taking in her class. Not by a long shot.

As everyone was eating, Nero stood up. "Boys and girls, to quell the rumors, we were locked down today for a reason. It was not a drill. A Political-Financial student was found dead near the training rooms, stabbed to death with a knife. The weapon itself was recovered, and I assure you that you are all quite safe here. However, from tonight onward, you will not be allowed to move in groups less than three, and the curfew will be moved to half an hour earlier. While this may inconvenience some of you, it is for your own safety. We are still investigating, but we as the staff would like you to know that you are very safe here at HIVE. That is, unless one of the Professor's experiments tries to destroy the school." This attempt at humor elicited a forced laugh from a few people, but the rest were silent.

Vienna stood up, and all eyes turned to her. No one interrupted Nero, especially not when he was addressing the whole school. "I've heard the rumors going around, and Max can vouch that I did not kill this student. However, I am trained in several types of martial arts and other forms of combat, and I will not hesitate to incapacitate anyone who I find to be attempting another murder. Believe me when I say I am better at reading people than most and I have better skills than most. As long as I am around, you are all very safe here."

After dinner, the students were ushered into their dormitories quickly, and the staff convened to talk over what had happened. It was decided that the killer was still there, and would probably try to strike again. Teachers were assigned hall duty 24/7 and were issued weapons.

It turned out that both Vienna and Nero were wrong. On the way to breakfast the next morning, a scream came from the Alpha's hallway. A first year boy was lying in the middle of the walkway, dressed like a deer. Not dressed, _field _dressed. As in cut open. The killer had left another message: _**I WILL GET YOU. AND IT WON'T BE THIS PRETTY. GET OUT WHILE YOU CAN, SUBJECTS.**_
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Nero had called an emergency staff meeting while the students were on lockdown. There would be no school for the rest of the day, and students were to stay under strict supervision. The teachers had assembled in a conference room, while security was stationed near every common room.

"Someone is definitely trying to sabotage HIVE from the inside," Nero spoke from the head of the table. "Many years ago, a few key members of the villainous community were part of the Aquarius Project, something run by a rogue force that wanted to create a league of assassins for its own personal use. The Project was compromised and the Subjects escaped. Some of them went on to do great things. Others went on to become drug dealers and bank robbers. I believe the Project has come to HIVE looking for its participants and potential new material. They have been dormant for a long time, and I think this is their first attempt at starting back up again. We need to hunt down the mole and get them out of here before anything else happens." Nero paused when a guard came in the door looking distraught.

"Sir," the guard informed them all, "We just found a Henchman stabbed to death. He had never left his room, and it was locked from the inside."

"That's impossible," Nero shook his head. "If the door was locked from the inside, we have to rule out murder."

"You're wrong," Vienna spoke up from a corner of the table, "It means we can rule out all of the idio- uh, Henchmen. All of the Henchmen. We're dealing with someone who can get in and out of locked rooms easily. He or she obviously knows their way around HIVE, and they knew we were all going to be in a meeting now and the security would be a bit lower because of that. I think we're dealing with a genius. That wasn't suicide. If it was, where is the weapon?"

"You seem to know an awful lot about this," the Colonel chipped in. "It seems like you've given it some thought."

"You've all seen me. I've been here the whole time, and this bloke still managed to get killed. You can rule me out as a suspect," Vienna said. "And if any of the security force is smart enough, they would be searching for the murder weapon right about now. It isn't too easy to conceal a knife covered in blood when no students are supposed to be armed and movement is limited."

"Right, ma'am," the guard turned and headed out the door quickly.

All eyes were on Vienna as she motioned for Nero to continue speaking. "We need a plan of action. Something has to be done to secure the students. We cannot make them all sit for lie-detector tests, and we cannot drug all of them until someone confesses. It is very rare that I say this, but does anyone have any ideas? We have no time to lose. I've already had to tell two families that their children are dead, and now I have to inform a third. The murders need to stop."

"Give them what they want and be done with it. There is obviously something here that the murderer or murderers are looking for, so just give it to them. If it isn't top secret, we can afford to lose it," someone said.

"Unfortunately, we can't do that. You see, the Aquarius Project is looking for its original Subjects. I cannot hand myself over, and I am not giving Vienna to them either. No, there will be no objections or questions to that. Are there any other ideas?" This was met with a bit of shock, but the group seemed to accept it.

"You can always enact the Sleepwalker Protocol and search everyone. It will at least be a first step, and no murders can happen while the killer is asleep. It won't do any harm," Vienna chimed in.

"That's sensible enough. Raven, have the Sleepwalker Protocol activated."
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The Sleepwalker Protocol was activated, and all but six Alpha students fell asleep at once. The group of six had been ruled out as suspects, and were assigned to helping Vienna search the buildings. They split up, Laura, Otto, Wing and Shelby heading down one corridor and Vienna, Nigel and Franz taking the other. Each of them had wireless headsets that allowed them to be in contact with the others, and they were given passes that would open all doors in the school. These would have to be returned, of course.

"Look at this," Laura said as they entered a Henchman dorm. "This place is a mess. How are we supposed to find a murder weapon here? Where do we even begin?"

"Think of some place you would hide a weapon, and don't look there. There are Henchmen we're dealing with now. If we were in the Alpha dorms, I'd expect a clever hiding place, but here we are," Wing told her as he began looking in trash cans.

They found noting that could incriminate anyone, but Otto ad insisted on pick pocketing the Henchmen, which Shelby objected to on the grounds that "Stealing from them now is too easy. You're supposed to do it when they're conscious." Unbeknownst to the others, Otto walked out of the dorms with a few candy bars and a couple of dollars that he had "found".

Vienna's group was having the same luck. The SciTech dorms were far cleaner than the Henchmen's, but there was nothing that would indicate a murderer. She had just checked in with Nero, telling him that they were heading for an Alpha dorm, when they ran into the other group. Both of them reporting that their findings were pretty boring, they continued on. Vienna reached the closest Alpha dorm, opening the door and letting Franz and Nigel in.

Looking at the bodies lying all over the place, it looked like they had stepped into the aftermath of a gas attack. Having fallen wherever they were at the time the Protocol was enacted, some of the Alphas had dropped things all over, one having spilled a soda all over the floor. "Well, that'll need cleaning," Vienna muttered. "Okay, les get to work. I'll take the girls' rooms; you two take the boys'. If you find anything, let me know. Send me a picture via Blackbox."

Vienna opened the last door on the girls' side. The room was pretty messy, something that she was used to. There were textbooks and papers strewn everywhere, and from the titles, she could gather that this girl was in her final year of studies at HIVE. She would be taking a lot of examinations soon, with a final mission at the end of the year. Vienna couldn't help but admire the organization of the girl who shared the room with the messy one. Her things were all in order, color coded and stacked all over the place. At least it looked like one of them would be passing their exams.

Looking closer, Vienna noticed that the blueprints the messy girl had were not of the training building for the final mission all of the last-years. They were plans of HIVE, with red _X_'s where students had been killed. There were green circles in other locations. Lists of weapons and how to get them were stapled to the backs of some of the blueprints. Now this was something interesting. Vienna started going through more of the papers, finding detailed plans for murders in the future. One of them was slated to have happened a half hour after the Sleepwalker Protocol had been enacted. The Protocol hadn't been accounted for, Vienna noted.

As she sifted through the dozens of notebooks and files the girl had collected (it must have taken her years to do all of the research involved!), Vienna kept noticing the seal of the Aquarius Project. So the girl was planted here. But how had she gotten through HIVE's ranks unnoticed?

While she was looking for a name on any of the papers, there was a sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. A girl with dark hair whipped open the door. "Oh hello," the girl smiled. "I guess you'll be next."
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"You're Subject Thirteen. Aren't I lucky? I get to take out a Subject. Some of us never will have that joy," the girl was nearly hissing by now.

"Well, if you insist on killing me, just tell me one thing. Who are you?" Vienna stood up, raising her hands in surrender. There wasn't much she could do. She was cornered and had nothing but a Sleeper on her. The papers and books on the floor limited her movement, and there was no backup nearby. Really, who would have suspected an Alpha?

"My name is Jade. And I am Subject Fourteen. There are more of us, all over the world. We were sent to bring back the original thirteen Subjects, dead or alive. I hear the ones we bring back are killed anyway, so I just plan on killing you."

"So you were supposed to come in and eventually kill Max – Nero, and you found me too. And it's fortunate that you've caught me without weapons and stuck in a corner, isn't it?" Vienna asked. The girl nodded, blinking as Vienna sprang, tackling the girl and pinning her to the ground. "Unfortunately, you didn't think that I would do much unarmed and cornered." Within a few seconds, Vienna had the girl tied to her desk, and was calling for backup.

"This isn't over. It will never be over, Subject Thirteen. This won't be over until all of you are back with the Director. It won't be over until you're all dead."

"Lovely. Have fun in solitary," Vienna said, watching as a group of guards handcuffed Jade and marched her out of the door. Other guards came in to collect all of the evidence, and Vienna headed for the office, calling her six students and telling them that they had found their murderer. Nero congratulated her and announced to the staff that they had the killer in custody just as the students were beginning to wake up from the Sleepwalker Protocol.

The students were brought into the dining hall even though it was a few hours before dinner. Nero stood up and told them, "The murderer we have been looking for has been caught and is now in solitary confinement. You are all safe here at HIVE now that we have caught her. However, I would like to remind you that we all need to be on the lookout for anything strange. Don't hesitate to report things that you see that don't look quite right. We need to stop things like this before they start. There are enough people in this world with the intent to kill us. We do not need this threat from the inside."

Raven tapped Nero on the shoulder, stopping his speech. She whispered something, and he seemed to ask a question. Raven nodded, and Nero looked quite grim. "We are now in a state of lockdown. Students, you will remain here until you are dismissed. Anyone needing to use the restroom will use the ones off of this room. Teachers, we will be gathering in the conference room off of the nearest hall. She has escaped."
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Shelby, Laura, Wing and Otto had found Nigel and Franz in the crowd of students milling around. They sat in a corner, whispering together about how it was possible for someone to escape from solitary confinement. "There is no way she's out of the school. She has a mission and she wants to complete it before she goes." Laura was adamant that this girl was lurking somewhere nearby.

"I say she escaped and got out while she could," Nigel told them, "if they catch her now, she isn't going to survive. Nero will have her executed. If she had stayed here, she probably would have been executed. After all, three people are dead now."

"Make that four," Wing came back from the line that had formed by the water fountains. "I just overheard a guard telling the Colonel that they had found another student in the hallway. Apparently she got them while the kid was on the way here. She's definitely here to stay, at least until she gets what she wants."

"Do you think she's going to keep killing people until Vienna and Nero hand themselves over?" Otto asked.

"Why would she want Vienna and Nero?" Shelby began to question him. "Where did you get that idea from?"

"Uh… let's just say that I totally did not ask HIVEmind to hack into the communications network that the teachers are all on," Otto told them. "And let's also say that I didn't find out that Nero and Vienna were part of a secret experiment a long time ago and the experiment wants them back. And let's all also say that I don't know that the girl is here looking for them."

"Wow," Wing said, "You're such a credible person, Otto. I'm glad you aren't spying on me."

"Who says I'm not?" Otto laughed.

"I am thinking we are still being in danger," Franz said, "But I am also thinking they are giving out snacks." He got up, heading for the snack line that was forming by the doors to the kitchen. It looked like they would be there well past dinner while the school was being secured.

"Excuse me," Vienna said, waiting for the hall to fall silent as she looked around from the teachers' table. "I've been sent to give you all an announcement, so listen up. The staff has decided that you will be remaining here until they either catch the killer or are 221% sure that she is not in the school anymore. What does that mean? Given that a lot of the staff will be here guarding and supervising you, it may take a while. Needless to say, classes will be cancelled tomorrow, since we will all need a day off. Hurrah, I know. Anyways, you may be here for a while. Meals will be distributed when it's time for dinner. Let's all just hope we don't have to stay here all night, because I would be stuck with you."

Dinner time came and went, and the lockdown had not been lifted. Plates had been cleared away, and it was rumored that they would be showing a movie. Nero confirmed this, saying that the building was not clear yet. Popcorn would be out soon. There was still hope that the students could return to their dormitories by curfew, but rumors were quickly dispelling that.

At ten, Vienna took a microphone and announced that they would remain under lockdown conditions at least until the next morning. "I know you all hate it, but at least we will be showing a few more movies. Sleeping bags are going to be distributed, but we will be playing movies on caption mode all night for the entertainment of those of you who go to bed ten minutes before its time for breakfast and those of you who do your sleeping in class. The staff would like me to tell you that you're perfectly safe in here, and that they are currently still combing the buildings for the killer. We'll be fine, relax, yada yada yada. Just don't go out and get yourselves killed, okay?"

"I can't believe this," Shelby said when Vienna started heading for the back of the hall, where sleeping bags were being handed out. "They can't find her? Really, aren't they supposed to be the best of the best? Why can't they find her?"

"She doesn't want to be found," Otto said. "HIVEmind says that they're probably missing her. She might be going to the buildings they just checked and hiding out there."

"Shh! The movie is starting," Franz told them, sitting down with a bag of popcorn.

On the screen, a face appeared. "Well, well, well. Subjects, turn yourselves in. I am on my way back to the Director, who will be very unhappy that I do not have you. All of your students will suffer if you do not turn yourselves in. From this moment, you have forty-eight hours." The screen went black. Someone screamed.
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The Director was not pleased. Not only had the Project's best agent failed to bring back her targets, time was wasted and now Nero knew something was up. Jade and her team were told to get ready for a full-frontal attack on HIVE as soon as possible. There would be no mistakes this time.

Jade and the five subjects after her were the Project's "second generation", all of them trained after the first group had escaped. They were trained to be superior to the first group in every way, and there was no room for mistakes. Jade had been appointed their leader, and up until this point, she and her team had been successful on every mission they had been sent on. They had killed several Subjects, and they were on their way to capturing a few more when word had been received that there were now two at HIVE.

The Director had sent Jade out immediately, and she had infiltrated HIVE with no problems. However, she had killed a few people to send a message, something that was not part of the plan. When she was captured, she had managed to escape and get back to the underground base that housed the new Aquarius Project. Her team was to go back to the school and bring back the two Subjects there, dead or alive.

This, of course, Jade had to announce to her team. They took it well, getting their battle gear together in silence. "There is no way we're leaving without them, dead or alive. If all of us are killed, we're taking them with," she said, ending her speech as they got onto a shroud-like stealth vehicle. The team was more than capable, and HIVE didn't stand a chance. This time there would be full-scale destruction. And no survivors.

The HIVE students had been sent back to their dormitories after the building had been cleared. The teachers were still anxious, and security was doubled. Nero had announced that classes would be cancelled for two days while the staff decided how it would be best to proceed. "There is some form of danger out there. It's only a matter of time before they come back, and I want all of us to be prepared," Nero told the staff, "That means we need to take extra precautions. I've notified a few GLOVE members who are willing to help us with security and monitoring the premises, but it really is up to all of us."

"I think getting GLOVE too involved may be dangerous," came a voice. Diabolus Darkdoom stepped into the room. "They funded part of the Aquarius Project in the first place, and it generated a lot of money for them. The Director and Number One were in cohorts for a while, but the Project separated from GLOVE when they disagreed over something about how the Subjects would be used for international crime. Dragging GLOVE and Number One back into this doesn't sound like a very good idea."

"Definitely not," Raven agreed. "I really don't feel like dealing with GLOVE and their security. What if they turn on us? There will be almost no way to stop them if they do, and I don't want to be bothered."

"So we don't get them involved at first. If we start losing too badly, we call them in," Vienna said. "We appeal to Number One if and only if we're about to be taken over. That way they won't be too involved, and what they don't know won't hurt them."

"You're forgetting that almost losing means almost being taken over and having a bunch of students and faculty die in the process," Nero told them. "If we involve GLOVE, we may be in trouble, but if we don't, then we may be in trouble. We lose either way."

"Then call GLOVE. They wouldn't want to have to rebuild HIVE and retrain a bunch of agents, would they?"

"They might try to risk it."

"Call them. The worst thing that can happen is we all get killed," Vienna said sourly. "Get GLOVE involved, fight until the Project is dismantled, and then be done with it."

"The worst thing that can happen is we start a war that bleeds over into the normal population and we end up killing most of the people on the planet," Mrs. Leon mewed. "We cannot do that. There has to be a way…"

"For now, we go on with school and everything else like normal. Behind closed doors, we will get HIVE ready to fight. I will contact Number One soon. This means that for now, we do not discuss impending events with the students, and make them believe that everything has gone back to normal, with this being an isolated event and a slight hiccup in normal procedures. Is that clear?" Nero asked.

Everyone nodded their agreement, and the group soon disbanded, leaving only a few people behind in the conference room. "I hope you know that I'll be arming my students no matter what you say, Max," Vienna told him as she headed out the door. "There is no way I'm going back to that Hellhole alive."
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"What are we doing up this early?" Shelby yawned as she stood at attention in the training room that Vienna had commandeered. "Why are we working when we aren't supposed to be in classes?"

"Good morning, everyone," Vienna said as the clock on the wall behind her struck six AM. "You are here for a very good reason. Soon enough, all of us will be fighting for our lives. Sit down, I know you're all tired and this will be a long story if you all ask questions like I know you will." She waited for them to be seated before she continued. "Years ago, there was something called the Aquarius Project. It was partially funded by GLOVE, and its mission was to create a bunch of warriors to destabilize governments and basically do everything the Director wanted them to do. The Subjects of the experimental project rebelled, and they managed to run away and hide all over the planet. Six of them are still alive, and I know where three of them are. The Project has since created six more warriors to go after the original ones and bring them back, dead or alive. These new six will, in all likelihood, be coming to HIVE very soon to retrieve a few of the Subjects. Yes, Franz?"

"Who are the Subjects at HIVE?" he asked, looking concerned that he might be one of them.

"Nero and I. another one, Diabolus Darkdoom, is currently visiting us and helping with security." Nigel gasped as Vienna clarified, "I bet he never told you that, and for good reason. The Subjects are some of the most wanted people on earth, and if they were ever captured or betrayed, they would end up dying very soon after. Anyone who knows about them can be used as leverage against hem, which is why so few people know about them in the first place. That is also why, after this conversation, none of you will talk about what you have learned today, not even amongst yourselves. Is that correct?"

"Yes ma'am," they responded, hoping to avoid further scorn.

"We don't know how much time we have before the Aquarius Project's new team arrives. However, we need to train you to recognize them. We will be fighting a very secret war against some very good opponents, and you need to be prepared." She flashed pictures that had been gathered of the new team on the board. "Jade is their leader. She's also the most dangerous. Mark is second in command and is a brilliant strategist. Colin is a weaker one, and I personally think he can be convinced onto our side. From what we know of him, we don't think his loyalties lie completely with the Project. Katerina has a skill with knives, so be careful of her. Carrie has a love for violent, bloody deaths, so you don't want to run into her in a dark hallway. Victor, Subject Nineteen, is not the brightest. He would most definitely be a Henchman, but he's still strong and capable of fighting well without weapons, even if he doesn't' have much of a brain. Memorize these faces. Your lives may depend on it."

"If they're so good, how do you expect us to kill them? I mean, one of them's escaped capture before, so we have to kill them, right?" Laura asked.

"The only way to kill them is to beat them. Some of them will be easier to outwit and trap, but others will take all of us working together, and even then they'll only be killed if we're lucky," Vienna said, handing out backpacks. "These should have all the weapons you'll need in them. Get used to carrying these bags with you, and familiarize yourself with the locations of all of the weapons in them. From now on, you need to have these with you at all times, just like your Blackboxes."

"Why don't you just turn yourselves in and then kill everyone from inside the building?" Otto asked, "Wouldn't that be better than risking all of HIVE in the process?"

"In theory, yes, but two of us against all of them isn't much of a fair fight, is it?" Vienna asked. "Anyway, be on guard at all times, and be aware of your surroundings. If we are not in class when they arrive, I will notify you by Blackbox, so keep an eye open for any new messages. Any other questions?"

"Then why doesn't HIVE just bomb their compound and be done with it?"

"They have various bases all over the world. The main one has been located, but we've lost it. They seem to be highly mobile," Vienna confessed, "we don't really know where they are from day to day. We need an agent on the inside, but that would be nearly impossible."

"One more thing," Wing said, "How do you know so much about the people who may be invading HIVE if we can't track them?"

"That one I can answer. I trained them," Vienna said.
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"You WHAT?!" the class gasped.

"I trained them," Vienna repeated. "A few years ago, I was hired by an agency that I thought to be reputable at the time. Every night, I was to break out of the asylum that I was in and show up at a nearby air base. There I was to train six recruits in unarmed combat. I was told they were an elite team being trained by MI6, but they turned out to be from the Aquarius Project. I trained them for nearly three years before I made my escape from the asylum and saw that the very students I had trained were coming after me."

"And you never questioned it once? The fact that you were hired to break out of a mental institution every night and train people in unarmed combat? That seems a little sketchy to me," Shelby said.

"You would have done the same if you were in my place," Vienna assured her. "A chance to get out of the holding cell you were in for the past seven years? A chance to finally fight like you had been brought up fighting? And the offer of a million dollars a year? It was too much to pass up. Like I said, it was the government that contacted me, or so I had thought."

"I can't believe you could have killed them all and never did," Nigel muttered, "That would have saved us a lot of trouble and a few lives too."

"Nero knows, I assume?" Otto asked, "Or did he hire you without knowing you had trained the very people who would infiltrate his school and kill his students?"

"Nero knows everything about me," Vienna said. "I wouldn't doubt he knew that too. He kept track of all of the Subjects as best he could, but recently they've mostly all gone off of the grid. There are three left that we have to locate before the Project does."

Otto was about to ask something else when an explosion rocked the building. Vienna didn't hesitate. "Let's go! They're here!" Grabbing a katana sword form the wall, she bolted for the door as another explosion crumbled the training room's rear wall. Seeing no alternative, the students grabbed their weapons and followed, putting on headsets as they raced for the door.

"Can you all hear me?" Vienna whispered, testing her headset as she surveyed the damaged hallway, which was now teeming with students rushing for the dining hall, the appointed meeting spot for emergencies. The six answered affirmatively. "Good. Head for Nero's office. We need to hold a war council."

"That won't be necessary," a voice said over their headsets. "I can hear and see all of you as it is. Follow the guards down to their vehicle. It seems they've crashed into a PolFi dorm and are staking out a claim there. Infiltrate their vehicle and get what information you can," Nero told them. He appeared behind them wearing a headset identical to the groups'. "I'm going to help the guards. You get into their files. You've always been better at stealth, Vienna. Keep the team safe."

"I'll try," she said. Nero looked as if he was going to say something more, decided against it, and took off in the opposite direction. "Okay team, let's go."

"What was that?" Shelby asked Laura over a different frequency, "That was one awkward exchange. I bet they have an interesting history."

"Why yes we do, but now's not the time for a history lesson, Trinity," Vienna said. "I can hear you no matter what frequency you use. It's one of the benefits to having the master headset."

"Sorry, I was just saying…"

"I was just saying that we need the team on one frequency for the sake of the others," Vienna said sternly, "on an infiltration mission, we all need to be on the same page. We need to get in there and find whatever information we can on the Project while the guards keep the new team distracted. That means working as quickly as possible. Boys, head for the front entrance of their Shroud thing. Girls, come with me. We're taking the trapdoor route."

Vienna led Shelby and Laura past the main fight, which was going on in front of the crash landed airship. They snuck down a hallway that was deserted, following it until they came to a door that opened up behind the enemy's ship. "When we go through this door, we'll be at a safe distance to drop down and open the trap door on top of their Shroud. Once we're inside, hook your Blackboxes up to their computer and download everything you can. Don't bother sorting through it, just get the information. I'm going to see if they have any paper files. When we're done, you'll each find a charge in your backpacks. It's C4. Mold it over the computers, and we'll set it off as soon as we're all a safe distance from it."

They nodded resolutely, dropping down onto the top of the Shroud after Vienna landed safely. From there they could see the battle going on below. Otto, Wing, Franz and Nigel were doing fairly well. At least they were all still alive. The guards had their hands full with the six that had come in on the Shroud. Nero and a few teachers had joined in the fight as well. No one had died yet, and the HIVE side seemed determined that the first body would not be one of their own.

Vienna wrenched open the door, holding it open for the girls and slamming it when they had all dropped into the ship. What they saw was amazing. There was only one computer, which seemed to be a control board for the whole craft. The rest of it was made up of couches, mini-fridges, and television screens. There was even a billiards table. "Much better than our Shrouds," Laura commented as she plugged her Blackbox into the computer and began to download data. "But it doesn't make sense. Where are their weapons?"

Vienna began searching for files, papers, anything that they could use to their advantage. Laura called her over at one point, saying that the one document she had just downloaded said that there was a powerful bomb onboard. "I'll find it. You girls keep looking. No, Shelby, help me. Laura, you've got this."

"Aye," Laura nodded, her fingers flying over the keyboard as Shelby got up and started to help Vienna. "I've got all of it. Found anything yet?" she asked a few minutes later.

"No," Shelby told her, watching as Vienna tore up the cushions of a chair and then slowly backed away. "Did you find something?"

"Yes. I've found the bomb." Vienna turned to face them. "The whole _ship_ is the bomb."
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"Their ship is a bomb?" Shelby asked in awe.

"Yes," Vienna told them, "If what I've gathered is true, the whole thing has been wired to explode as soon as they type in a few lines of code. Needless to say, Laura, you're on that. We need to either find the code and rewrite it so it can't do anything, or write one that will counteract it. Shelby, stay here with her. I'm going out to see if they need any help."

Vienna left the code problem in Laura's capable hands and joined the battle outside. Although there were only six retrieval agents fighting masses of HIVE guards, the hall was a bloody mess. The agents were all still fighting, but a few HIVE fighters had been cast aside, either killed or temporarily disabled, Vienna couldn't tell. A knife went whizzing past her head and a shout of, "I've found one!" rang out. Katerina's doing, no doubt. Vienna grabbed a sleeper from the nearest guard, firing it behind her without looking. She ran, not waiting to hear the body crumple into a heap.

Wing and Otto had joined Nigel and Franz in trying to corner Colin, and they had done admirably. Indeed, he had been forced into a corner and was surveying his options as Vienna joined her students. "Don't kill me," he begged, her shadow covering his form, huddled in the corner. "Please don't kill me."

"What do you want, weakling?" Vienna adopted a cruel tone. "You've come here for Max, Diabolus and I, but what else? The whole retrieval team wouldn't have had to come just for the three of us. So you're all up to something, and it's something big. Spill it before I spill your intestines all over this hallway."

"Look, I don't know much about-" Vienna pressed a sword to his neck, watching beads of blood drip onto the concrete with a deadpanned expression. "Okay, okay, I'll tell you what I know. They came here for all of you, and then they got a call on the way from the Director saying that they wanted a crop of Alphas for the Project. It would take a lot less time than training kids from scratch, and ever since Dr. Crane died, they stopped genetically engineering people. They want as many Alphas as they can get. That's why they're all here."

"_They_, not **we**? Interesting choice of words, Colin." Vienna kept staring at him, seeming like she was glaring right into his soul. She didn't move the sword.

"I've seen what they're doing, and I don't like it. They think they can wipe your brain clean and reprogram you, but not always. They did it to all of them, but it didn't work on me."

"Spoken like the true computer geek you are," Vienna said, still not cracking a smile. "So what happens if something goes wrong?"

"We trigger the bomb in the craft, which takes out most of HIVE, or all of the ship once we're in the air. Can you please get that sword away from my artery?"

"Sorry, can't do that right now. You see, I still need leverage. You learned from the best, if I do say so myself, but the best will always best you. Now, as to your allegiance…"

"I swear I'll be on your side. I'm not big into senseless killing and the stuff the Project wants to do. There's a lot more that you don't see going on behind closed doors at the Project. A lot of it is GLOVE's funding. GLOVE is still funding the Project, did you know that? I've learned a lot from the computer networks they have set up. Please, I'll help you, I swear, just don't kill me," he begged.

"I won't," Vienna broke the silence that had been building. "Yet. However, your allegiance must be unwavering. If I find you have endangered us in any way, I will personally kill you. And it won't be an easy death, I can promise that much." She allowed him to stand up, secretly issuing a warning to all HIVE fighters that Colin was on their side and was to be left alone except to keep up the appearance of his loyalty to the Project. This was paramount: the Project had to see him as loyal for as long as possible if he was to be a successful double agent.

As the battle raged on, Vienna skirted the skirmishes that had filled the hall in order to find Nero. This she did relatively easily. Pulling him aside, she whispered, "Colin's on our side. He's a double agent now, and I will be personally responsible for him. I have a plan to take the Project down once and for all, but it may be widely unpopular."

"What is it? As long as we can save the students, I'm fine with it," Nero told her, glancing back out into the hallway at the battle.

"We're going to let ourselves get captured."

"How many of us?" Vienna was astounded that he hadn't outright said no.

"You, me, Diabolus, and my class. And Raven, if she wants to come along. That makes ten people."

"You're sure we can all escape? The students, at least?"

"Calculating the odds in my head, we have a chance that's just a little greater than a coin flip."

Five minutes later, the HIVE forces held their hands up in surrender. Ten minutes later, there were ten people strapped into chairs in the Aquarius Project's version of a shroud and heavily sedated so they would have no idea where they were going or how long the journey would take. Fifteen minutes later, Jade was joyfully calling the Director and reporting the successful capture of three Subjects and six Alphas, along with an assassin.
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An unknown number of hours later, Vienna awoke in a white room. She immediately registered that she had been strapped to a chair. Her memory of the past day was fuzzy at best, but she knew that they had given themselves up for capture to avoid completely destroying HIVE. The stinging headache reminded her of a sleeper shot, but she ignored it. Nero was to her left, Raven to her right, and the rest of the prisoners forming a circle with them. A few of them had awoken already. Shelby was trying to break her restraints to no avail, Raven whispering that she had already tried and it was no use.

"Well, well, the Wraith cannot escape," sneered the Sensei, striding into the room. "Such a pity. I really did enjoy follow your exploits, Miss Trinity. And look, I've caught a bird. A Raven, and a dangerous one at that. Let's see, we also have… hmm, three of my most talented students. Vienna, dear, I haven't seen you in forever. You've let your skills slip, I see. And Diabolus, back from the dead! Maximilian, you've gotten old, I see."

"You've put on a few pounds there," Vienna spat. "Are your students not a challenge anymore? Or do you just spend more time in the buffet line?"

Franz perked up at the words "buffet line", but he soon saw that there would be no food for a while if Vienna kept running her mouth.

"Always had a way with words," the Sensei walked back over to Vienna's chair. "I can tell you'd love to fight it out. Why not? Nothing says welcome back like a nice duel." He gestured, and Vienna's bonds released her. "Jade? One of our guests would like to have the honor of fighting you."

Jade dropped down from the rafters, where she had been observing them. "That one? Teacher, it's good to see you again. However, I may not be seeing you after this."

"No killing, just fight to disable."

"Very well," Jade said, bowing.

Vienna didn't return the pleasantry. Now in the middle of the ring of chairs, she had already found thirteen distinct possibilities for how their fight would play out. Instead of bidding her opponent hello, she shoulder-rolled down and out of the way of a kick that nearly sent Jade flying off balance.

"Well, I may not have taught you anything at all, by the looks of that," Vienna laughed. "That's sad, you were one of the best."

"I am the best," Jade hissed, flipping over Vienna's unoccupied chair to launch herself at her opponent like a missile.

"I think not," Vienna grabbed her ankle midair, twisting it until she heard a satisfying _SNAP_. "I think I win." With that, she sat back down, allowing herself to be restrained again as Jade limped off to splint her leg.

"Very good," the Sensei commented, "I see you, at least, haven't lost your touch. Anyone else want to try?"

"What are we here for?" Otto asked, obviously unafraid of the man.

"You are here to become my students," the Sensei responded. "I will teach you to fight like Miss Jade can. Your adult friends, however, will serve their purpose and then be executed in the line of duty."

"What makes you think we won't execute you?" Shelby asked.

"Your handcuffs are currently feeding you a cocktail of drugs tailored to create perfect obedience. Once we take them off of you, you will continue to obey us and take more of these drugs, thus starting a cycle that you cannot escape. That goes for all of you."

"Lovely," Vienna commented, "But I don't think they're working."

"Oh really? Nero, where is HIVE located? I command you to tell me."

"On an island in the Pacific, approximately a hundred miles from-"

"I hardly think that's an act of obedience," Vienna interrupted. "After all, you already know where HIVE is. Obedience would be better demonstrated by acts."

"Alright, Darkdoom, when we release you, you will get up and kill your son." Nigel gave a squeak of fright, looking over at his father to see if he would do anything. The elder Darkdoom's manacles retracted, and sure enough, he stood up and slowly walked towards where Nigel sat. He clearly didn't want to obey, but something was stopping him from doing anything else.

As he was wrapping his hands around the whimpering boy's throat, Vienna yelled, "NO!" Darkdoom turned to face her, smiling at the fact that she had, at least temporarily, stopped him. "Stop. Now. Sit down. You love your son." Darkdoom obeyed.

"That's something new," the Sensei noted. "You'll just need a higher dosage, I'm sure. For now, though, you all should get acquainted with how things are run here. I am the only person you will obey. You will report all insubordination to me. Anyone found guilty of plotting a rebellion will be executed in front of the rest of you by one of you."
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The sun had just set over New York City when a cat showed up at 122 West, an apartment in a high-rise building with a prime real estate location. It was a seemingly normal cat. It was exceptionally polite, knocking at the door and everything. When there was no response, it called in for backup. Three armed guards came into the hall, opening the door silently.

"What the Hell are you doing here?" a girl ran out of a room in the back of the apartment carrying what looked like a beaker of smoking white liquid. "I called in a little while ago, and Max was fine with this experiment. It was him, he authorized it. I am totally not selling this stuff on the black market."

"Sure, Echo." The guards blocked the door. "We need you. It seems that Max and some others have been kidnapped by the Aquarius Project, and you're the only one we know who can help us. Everyone else is still in hiding."

"But-"

"No buts. If you don't, all of HIVE will be taken over. And we'll turn you in to the police. I think they'd love to get their hands on New York City's biggest drug lord." This was true. Echo employed the talents that she had learned from the Project to making drugs and selling them all over New York City through a homeless network. It was easy. If HIVE trained people for world domination, Echo would have been right at home. After all, she essentially ran New York City.

"I'd be out of there in ten minutes tops."

"Not federal prison. And not if we put you there." The guards struck a hard bargain. "Or we could turn you over to the Mafia."

"The Mafia? Pleeeeease. They're about as scary as a couple of four-year-olds with toy guns. I run this city, and everyone in it answers to me."

"You may not run the city for much longer if you don't help us."

"Fine, I'm coming," she said, putting the beaker down on her countertop. "But I better be paid well for this. Give me a second to grab some weapons."

"Don't tell me you're bringing a bunch of drugs to sell to the Project people in hopes you can get them high enough to not notice their prisoners are missing," one of the guards laughed. He stopped laughing when Echo pressed a button below her countertop, which turned the wall where the television was mounted, revealing an arsenal that could be used to take on an army. All she was missing was a tank.

Echo grabbed a duffel bag, stuffed as many weapons as she could into it, and threw her lab coat on a chair. "Let's go," she told them, all business. "Where are we going?"

"We were hoping you knew where the Aquarius facilities are."

"One, I am higher than that shroud of yours could ever fly, two, I cannot fly that thing, and four, I stopped monitoring the Project a year or so ago."

The guards exchanged glances, and the cat, now known as Ms. Leon, followed them to the Shroud, which had been parked in front of the building. "Lucky thing is," she meowed, "the Blackboxes can be tracked. Diabolus is the only one without one. I think we can pick up a signal."

"Hold up," Echo said, picking up her phone and dialing an in-state number. "Henry? Is that you? Yeah, I need you guys to get together and look for a hideout. I think it's somewhere near here. At least it was the last time I checked. It's for something called – oh wait, it's classified. Anyway, call me if you find anything. There's a lot of money in it for you if any of the crew finds what I'm looking for. Got it?"

"What was that?" Ms. Leon asked.

"I have eyes all over the city," was Echo's mysterious response. "No one notices them. I bet you walked past some of them on your way to find me. If anyone can find this place, they can."

Ten minutes later, they were still circling the city when Echo's phone rang. "Hello? Great. Ten thousand for each of the three of you, to be paid upon my return to the apartment. Hang out there, but if you touch what's cooking in the back room, it'll be nothing."

"Homeless network?"

"1042 Downy Street," was all they got in response.
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"Yep, we're getting out of here," Vienna said as soon as she was sure that they had been left alone. "Hold on a second." She expertly picked open her restraints, freeing Shelby next. "Let's get everyone freed and then we can find their launch bay."

"You seem to know a lot about this place. What's the plan?" Wing asked.

"Plan?" Vienna laughed, "I have no plan, Malpense. What I have is a knowledge of this place, a set of skills, a class and three others who are also highly skilled, and that's it. No plan involved. I don't need a plan."

"Right then," Raven said, jumping out of her chair as soon as she was set free. "We need – who's that?"

"I'm going to have to stop you," said Colin, walking out of the shadows. "You will need to be taken to the detention area." He dropped his voice until it was barely above a whisper. "Follow me. I can get you to the launch bay and into a stealth vehicle, but I can't do much more than that. I mean, I can't help you take this place over. Just follow me."

The group followed him out, some of them highly skeptical of his motives, Raven especially. She didn't like that they had just put their lives in the hands of a complete stranger, especially one who had trained under the revival of the Aquarius Project. However, it was the only thing they could do, as they had no chance if they decided to start a fight with the facility now.

"How do we know he isn't leading us to our deaths?" Nero whispered to Vienna, the two of them walking in the back of the group.

"I trust him, Max," she whispered back, "and besides, I know the facility inside and out, so I would know if we were headed to an execution chamber. He'd be dead already if that were the case."

"Your judgment is a little off," he said without looking at her, "Remember the last time you decided to trust someone with your life?"

_The four Subjects stood together in the woods watching the Aquarius Project's headquarters burn. That was their doing. They had been the core of a group that had decided to break out, and n0ow there were only seconds left in which to pick a direction._

"_West," said one, a girl whose face was lit up in the blaze. "I have contacts there."_

"_No you don't, Echo. Drug lords aren't safe house contacts. We need a place to hide out for a day or two before we split up. The rest of the Subjects have taken off in small groups and are planning on splitting as soon as they get to state lines," a bald boy told her._

"_We need to go north. There's more tree coverage that way, and I'm fairly decent at navigating," said another. "Trust me, we need to stick together for tonight, at least. We'll need a decent group if we have to put up a fight, but once we know we're in the clear, we're going to have to split up."_

"_Listen to Max," Vienna told them from the shadows. "North it is."_

"_Who put you in charge?"_

"_I trust him. Now let's go."_

That "I trust him" had led to a string of unfortunate events that had, presumably, gotten Echo killed and Diabolus separated from the other two, who ended up miles away from where they had originally intended.

"_They're after us, I can tell. Not only the Aquarius Project, but the police too. They knew we didn't pay for the stuff we took from that store and that our credit card was a fake. Let's go underground on the subway. Maybe we can lose them there."_

That had resulted in the near-destruction of the subway under New York City. The rest of the country had figured it was a terrorist attack, but…

"_They're not in this carriage," Vienna whispered, looking around, "But they have incendiaries all over the place. It looks like they've wired the whole system to blow up. Max, they want us dead." _

"_We can get out of here on the next stop."_

"_They have eyes on us," she told him, scanning their fellow passengers, "If we try to get off of here, they're going to set the whole place on fire."_

"_We'll be fine. I have a plan. Trust me."_

Yeah, that hadn't gone too well for anyone involved. Three people had ended up dead, and the bombing was all over the international news, with Nero and Vienna's faces plastered on wanted posters.

"We'll be fine," she told him. "Trust me."

The group reached the launch bay, and Colin opened the doors. "Take the last stealth ship on the left. It's camouflage shield should be the most equipped. Get out of here and move HIVE. Take my advice and don't try coming bacmhmhmhmhmh!" Something had put a hand over his mouth, dropping him to the floor before becoming more visible than a faint shimmer.

"Hello there," said Echo, "Thought you all would want a lift home."


	23. Chapter 23

"How did you get in here?" Raven asked as an alarm klaxon started blaring. "Who are you?"

"No time for questions, let's go!" The group followed Echo onto a Shroud. Ten or so security personnel were following them now, but the Shroud become invisible as it took off, making it impossible to track. They raced to close the doors, but somehow the system had been overridden, allowing the Shroud to escape.

"I'm Echo," Echo said as they all realized that they were indeed alive and out of the Project's headquarters with all of their limbs still attached. "I'm Subject Ten. I used to be on a team with them," She gestured to Darkdoom, Nero and Vienna. "We were held captive there and eventually escaped, yadayadayada, I'm sure you've heard this story a million times and are bored of it by now. Anyway, we ended up getting spilt up early and everyone thought I was dead. I kinda forgot to call after the explosion I totally didn't set off in the woods. Sorry about that, by the way. So I went to New York and set up shop, per se. I know effectively run New York. So are you two back to holding hands again?"

Nero looked at Vienna, and then at Echo. "What? No."

This, of course, resulted in a chorus of _oooh'_s from the students. Echo could tell right away that she would be popular with them. "Oh yeah, the two of them used to be together. It was all very hush-hush, but come on, everybody knew about it."

"That's enough, Echo."

"Seriously, **everyone** knew. It was popular gossip for the longest time, even when we were plotting our break out. I was surprised they didn't have a kid."

"ENOUGH, Echo," Nero said sternly, getting up to speak with the pilot who was now taking them back to HIVE.

"So is it true?" Shelby asked when Echo sat down by the group.

"Yes," Vienna said as she turned to face them. "Everything's over now. Sorry if you were looking for a scandal."

"Nero is being liking you," Franz said in his infinite wisdom. "But he is not being saying anything. You will see."

"Yeah, he has a point there," Shelby backed him up. "It's like, kinda obvious."

"Aye," Laura nodded.

"Okay, can we figure out how we're going to keep HIVE safe before we figure out my relationship status?" Vienna asked crossly. "The Project knows where HIVE is now, and I'm sure they have a team on the way to try and intercept us before we can land there."

"I've already enacted Cloaking Elipson Five," Nero announced, "HIVE should be invisible now. All they'll see is the ocean."

"That doesn't help the fact that they know the coordinates," Vienna said, standing up to talk to the pilot herself, leaving Echo chattering away with her class.

"So did you two _really_…" Raven asked when Vienna entered the cockpit. She had taken the copilot's chair and looked quite at home.

"Ten years ago," Vienna addressed her before taking a radio. "This is Vienna to HIVE communications, please put the school into a low-level lockdown. We may have some hostile operatives waiting to intercept us."

"HIVE communications to Vienna, we are now going into lockdown, over."

"So you two seriously… did you think you were ever going to get married?"

"Ten years ago, Raven. Ten years changes people. It's never going to happen. Caring too much is a weakness."

"What the… Raven, we have something, no, some things, moving in on us at a pretty high speed," the pilot said, pointing to a blinking screen. "Look out the window, but… hold on!" He steered the Shroud out of reach of the first missile, narrowly avoiding the second. "Oh no. BRACE YOURSELVES!" With a tremendous THUD, a missile hit the bottom of the Shroud.

Vienna ran to find the others, telling them that they had to prepare to ditch the stealth craft and jump into the water.

"We're going to be picked up if we jump."

"And we'll die if we don't," Vienna said, "Choose wisely."

"We can do neither," Darkdoom said with a smile. He was eerily calm as he took out what looked like a phone, typed a few things into it, and announced, "We have to jump, but we'll be picked up via submarine. Let's go."

Sure enough, they all were able to make the jump into a concealed submarine, which, after they had dried off, Echo and the class decided to explore. Raven, Nero, Vienna and Darkdoom sat at an oak table in what could only be referred to as an underwater conference room. "What are your options, Max?" Raven asked, "You're in charge here."

"We can't go back to HIVE just yet. That's what the Project expects us to do. We need to stay away from the school for the time being."

"And? They'll be relatively safe for now, since you three are target number one, but what if they get restless? They want the students almost as much as they want the three of you," Raven countered.

"We can stay on the Great White for up to three months without having to surface. Luckily I just had her restocked, so we have two months and three weeks or so," Darkdoom informed them, "That seems to be the best option at present. We will be constantly on the move and out of their reach, and they won't dare to attack HIVE unless they think we're dead and cannot strike back."

"Max? Vienna?" Raven asked, "Thoughts? I'd say we hide out for a little while at least. We need to keep them in limbo."

"We will inform the students and Echo at dinner. I trust you have enough rooms for all of us?"

"The students can share like they do in the dorms, but all of you will have your own cabins."

"Very well," Nero nodded, "It looks as if, for the time being, we will be lodging aboard the Great White."
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The announcement at dinner was met with mixed reactions. "We're staying here? Is there wifi?" Otto and Laura were both concerned about the ship's internet capabilities, but Darkdoom assured them they would have access to none other than their friendly blue AI, HIVEmind.

"For the time being, we will be staying here. The Great White will be sailing constantly, but while we are here you will be able to access a lot of what HIVE has. HIVEmind has been brought to us by the Professor, who installed him a long time ago. There is a library, a pool, a recreation room with free vending machines," Darkdoom nodded to Franz, whose eyes had lit up at the thought of free food, "a training cavern and a tennis and basketball court onboard. Your Blackboxes will have the schematics of the ship and will be able to tell you where your quarters are. Be sure to check them for anything any of us," he indicated the adults, "has sent out or updated. There will be classes scheduled soon, since you must continue your educations," He had to pause for a general moan to pass, "but most of the day will usually be yours'. If you have any questions, you need only ask."

"You talk like we're going to be here for years," Shelby piped up, asking what they all had been wondering silently. "How long are we going to be here, exactly?"

"The Great White can remain underwater for up to three months," Darkdoom told them. "We have estimated that you'll need to remain here for at least two weeks, maybe longer. You'll be kept informed about everything, we promise."

The students had gathered in the recreation room, something that served as a sort of common room between their assigned bedrooms. The quarters were nice, decorated differently than they were at HIVE, but just as spacious. Franz found the vending machine next to the room he shared with Nigel an added bonus. "I am not having to go far for snacks," he said contentedly as the others took to chairs, sofas and beanbags around the room. Although dinner had only been over for an hour, he already had a chocolate bar half eaten.

"Think of it as a vacation," Shelby was saying.

"Ehem," coughed someone, stepping out from behind a plant. "Hello."

"Echo!" Laura gasped, jumping away from the plant, which had been behind her. "What's up?"

"Well, I came to check out this game room down here," she said, starting to laugh. "Nah, I've already been down here. I figured you'd all like to know the real back story."

"Go on," Nigel said, dropping into a beanbag chair.

"Well, first of all, they all got old. I didn't. See, I'm not stuck in a suit or pretending the past didn't happen. I make my living by being a drug lord in New York. Oh stop gasping, I know one of you will end up being a drug dealer one day," she told them, "But anyway, we all plotted this rebellion thing, and it worked. We split up, me because I kind of forgot to call back in and say I wasn't dead. But the Project has been hunting us down ever since. That was part of the reason HIVE was moved in the first place. But we've all been in danger, and now you six are prime targets too."

"So let me get this straight," Shelby said, "I'm talking to a drug dealer who says that criminals are hunting her down along with her best friend, who used to be in a, I gather, pretty serious relationship with our headmaster, and now is telling me I could get killed because of something they did a decade ago?"

"Pretty much," Echo nodded. "You summed it up nicely."

"And now I'm stuck on a submarine for two or three months until we can either resurface or stop these people somehow?"

"Yep. I could tell he was lying too. We're going to be here a lot longer than he told us," Echo informed the group. "We can't show that we didn't die in the missile attack, and we can't just show up at HIVE. However, we get a nice vacation where you barely have to take any classes, I get to do a lot of stupid stuff on a ship I don't own, and we all get to see some interesting social dynamics."

"Something about trapping ten of us on a ship where most of the crew is robotic seems experimental," Wing noted.

"I want to know what happens between Suit and Vienna. We've got some close quarters on this ship and it ought to be interesting," Echo said.

"Suit?"

"He wears a suit now, like all of the old villains do. I, however, am still awesome. They'll be teaching you how to be ninja assassins, and I can teach you how to make crystal meth in a bathroom," she smiled.

"I think I'm going to go crazy," Nigel sighed.

"We're all kind of crazy already," said Wing, "We're in a school for villains, for goodness' sakes! No normal person does that, or runs one, or works at one."

"It's like a waiting game," Laura observed, "But in the end, someone always has to die. It'll be us, or them, or HIVE. Or all three."

"My bet's on them, and I'm a betting woman," Echo said, "They'll die first, but we'll go crazy first. I'd bet on that one."
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'HIVEmind, where are we?' Otto asked the AI.

'I cannot reveal that information. Actually, I am not allowed to access it,' HIVEmind told him. 'Anything else you want to know, Mr. Malpense?'

'No, thank you, HIVEmind.' Otto put his Blackbox back in his pocket. It had been a week since they had seen the light of day. Nero, Vienna, Raven and Darkdoom hadn't dropped any hints as to where they were or where they were going. Echo had no idea, and really didn't care.

'No luck, genius?' Shelby asked. 'I've had better. You see, the lock on the strategics room or whatever they call it was a VERY easy pin tumbler lock, and Brand was able to freeze the security cameras for a while. If her plotting from the map we saw a few days ago is right, we're heading for the Mariana Trench at an easy cruising speed.'

'Why would we be going there?' Franz asked, setting himself down on a couch in the common room with a can of soda in one hand and a package of crisps in the other.

'Darkdoom has bases all over the world. There may be one that he's deemed safe in the Pacific area.' Laura suggested from a beanbag chair. 'There could be any number of safe houses that they have set up all over the Pacific. We could probably stay in each one for a few days, working our way back to HIVE.'

'You're wrong,' Echo said, the door to the room closing with an electronic hiss. 'I was just talking to the High Board of Command, and they say that we aren't going to be surfacing any time soon. We probably are going to pick up extra supplies underwater. That's what I think anyway. However, more importantly, I just poured hot sauce in some people's coffee. Remember, I was here the whole time, and it totally wasn't me.'

A few seconds later, the Echo's Blackbox began bleeping. She hesitantly answered it, and all eyes turned to the screen. 'Echo, please come down to the bridge. We have things to discuss with all of the adults. Diabolus has a new plan for us, and we all need to go over the plan.' Nero obviously hadn't noticed the extra jalapenos in his drink. Echo saluted, signed off, and left the room with a nod to the others.

When she reached the bridge, Raven, Vienna, Nero and Darkdoom were already there. While the others sat, Vienna stood at a porthole, looking outside at a generic ocean and generic fish, showing that they could be anywhere. 'Are you sure, Diabolus? Are you perfectly sure that it will be safe? We have four Subjects and six students to think about, along with Raven. They want their hands on all of us. Even if it is a good idea, I think Raven and I should check it out first.'

'It is perfectly safe, Vienna,' Darkdoom told her as Echo sidled into the room.

'Something doesn't seem right about this, but, as it often is in this world, you gentlemen are in charge. I'm sure Raven shares my opinion.'

'Raven?' Darkdoom asked.

'I do have my doubts about this idea as well. It has only been a week since we got out of there. They are surely still trying to track us down,' Raven told him.

'Max?'

'We can't sail forever. If we're going to land, I would say the target is the best viable option. There is no way the Project has people there,' Nero said, pausing to take a sip of his drink. 'Goodness, this is awful,' He shook his head, looking into the cup and casting it aside.

Meanwhile, Nigel had drawn out a map of the ship as they knew it. Otto was trying to find anything that could possibly contain a window. Everyone was dying to look outside and see if they could distinguish where they were. Shelby had disappeared from the room a little while earlier, and everyone turned to see her striding confidently back when the door hissed open.

'News?' Wing asked, hopefully, 'Did you find anything new?'

'Plenty,' Shelby said, sitting down in front of the drawing Nigel had made and picking up a pencil. 'I found the kitchen _here_' – she pointed out a spot – 'and there is a laundry room _here. _Down this hallway by the front of the ship, we have a bathroom, which you already have plotted out here. However, when you walk into the bathroom – well, when you break into it – it's locked – there is a closet. Open the closet, and you find what seems like a small jail cell or something. However, if you look carefully, there is a seam on the one wall that leads to a lock almost at the top of the room. Pop the lock open, and there is another hallway, and at the end is a meeting room. There were people in it when I got there. Nero, Raven, all of the great and powerful ones on the ship. They were discussing docking somewhere, but I left before I could hear where. It sounded like someone was coming close to the door, so I had to run. But it was definitely an interesting discovery.'

'Excellent job, Shel,' Laura smiled, 'I bet we can spy on them a lot more before we get caught.'

'As long as we can be stealthy, I think we can figure out what's going on before they tell us,' Nigel said, 'we all just need to work together.'

'Have you been finding out anything else?' Franz asked.

'Well, not really. But I did figure out that you need to watch what open drinks you leave around Echo if you don't like hot sauce.'
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'We all have an announcement,' Nero said at breakfast the next morning after Franz had returned to the table with his third plate of pancakes.

'You're getting married!' Echo piped up.

'No. Not even close,' Nero told her.

'Divorced? I didn't think you two had gotten married,' Echo guessed again.

'NO,' Nero glared at her. 'I-'

'You're dying of cancer? Smallpox? Ebola?'

'No,' Vienna interrupted, seeing that Nero was getting madder with each of Echo's guesses, 'Nothing like that. We are going to be docking very soon. Later today, perhaps. We have decided that you deserve to have your feet on solid ground and floating around in the ocean indefinitely is a bit risky. However, we aren't going to tell you where exactly we are going. You really don't need to know. But all in all, we are going to be docking soon. I can assure you that this place is safe.'

'Yes,' Raven chimed in, 'There will be plenty of security personnel there, and you will have Vienna and I. And the other adults, though I must say that Vienna and I are the most competent. There will be nothing to worry about. Soon enough, we will be moving on and going back to HIVE, back to normal life. The only reason we did not go back to HIVE in the first place is because we did not want anyone from the Project tracking us. You may not realize it, but all of us in this room are very important. The Project wants to take you six and train you, and they want to kill us, as you've already seen. They do not know where HIVE is, as far as our intelligence is aware. We will be perfectly safe.'

'How does this Project have all of the technology that they do? I mean, they're so advanced. It doesn't seem like they are a private entity,' Wing asked. 'Who is behind all of this?'

'The Project is entirely self-funded,' Nero confirmed, 'We are trying to find out as much as we can about them. For now, we will be hiding out in an… interesting base, to say the least.'

'Sir,' a shipman came into the room, 'we're here.'

'Excellent,' Darkdoom smiled. 'Ladies and gentlemen, please follow me.'

The table rose collectively and followed him. Otto made sure to memorize the route they took out of the submarine. When they exited, everyone gasped. They were inside what looked like a giant Shroud hangar. There were drains lining the room. Darkdoom did not stop, walking through the hangar and heading down a hallway decorated in finished wood. He paused for a retinal scan, and then led them into what looked like a boardroom.

A few of them gasped when he led them inside. The room looked like many other conference rooms, but one wall was a huge bay window. Outside of the window, it was pitch black. However, every few seconds, there was a flash of light, much like you would see if you were watching lightning bugs. These lighting bugs were much larger than the norm. They also had fins. 'We're under the ocean. You have a base under the ocean,' Nigel gasped.

'I have a base nearly eleven kilometers under the ocean,' the elder Darkdoom told them. 'Welcome to the bottom of the Mariana Trench, everyone.'

'This is amazing,' Raven said, looking out of the window. 'I need a base like this.'

'Diabolus, how did you manage to build this down here and keep it quiet?' Nero asked.

'Everyone has their price,' Darkdoom replied cryptically. 'Please take a seat around the table.' He waited for them all to find chairs, and then said, 'I built this base down here years ago. It was unmanned until a few days ago, when I sent for workers and supplies. All of the people here have been background checked quadruply, so your safety is ensured. We may be here for a while, but we are going to try to get you back to HIVE as soon as possible. The rules here are just like the rules we had on the Great White. Pay attention to your Blackboxes, do not go anywhere you are not supposed to,' Darkdoom gave Shelby and Otto a warning look, 'and listen to us. You'll find the schematics of the place on your Blackboxes. Your rooms are nearby, and there is a training cavern close by too. Anything to add, Max?'

Nero shook his head. 'You've wrapped up everything nicely, Diabolus. HIVEmind has been uploaded to the base's network, so you may access him whenever you want. Other than that, just don't do anything you aren't supposed to.'

Otto, Wing, Shelby, Laura, Franz and Nigel filed out of the room, eager to find their quarters and explore the base. 'We are all still in danger, Max,' Darkdoom said when he was sure the students were all far away enough to not be able to hear.

'I know,' Nero nodded. 'They are still tracking us, I'm sure. But they can't still be on our tail, can they? I mean, we're at the literal bottom of the ocean.'

'No,' Vienna said sadly. 'The Aquarius Project isn't the only one after us. Max, the Aquarius Project is being funded by GLOVE.'
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'FUNDED BY GLOVE?!' Nero exploded, starting to stand.

'Max, calm down,' Vienna grabbed his wrist, forcing him to sit down again. 'Diabolus just found this out a little while ago. We weren't going to tell you until we got here, since you would have wanted to turn the Great White around and head for GLOVE immediately. Max, we have no options. GLOVE knows where HIVE is, don't they? They pretty much have us in a corner.'

'What the hell are we going to do, then?' Nero asked.

'That's your decision to make,' Vienna told him. 'I've already told Professor Pike that he will be in charge of the school for the time being. He's already put the school on high alert, and any incoming GLOVE messages are being screened and analyzed extensively. From what it seems, GLOVE wants to keep their interaction with the Aquarius Project a secret for as long as possible. They don't want everyone knowing the two are connected. In fact, they had a hand in dismantling the Project in the past. I think they're going to stick to that. For now, we have a bit of control over them, as long as they don't expose the connection.'

'For now,' Nero said, resting his head in his hands. 'Goodness, it feels like I've been hit with a bag of rocks. I need a drink.'

'Not this early, you don't,' Vienna replied. 'Just think. We have control over them as long as we can prove they they're doing something wrong.'

'We can't prove it to anyone but the ruling council, and they don't tend to like exposing problems with the organization.'

'Then we take matters into our own hands,' Raven said from her chair, swiftly flipping a glowing katana in her hand. 'A few of us can handle going into the Project's base of operations. A few heads will roll, and all will be well, we go back to HIVE, et cetera.'

'I really hate to say this, but it seems like the best option that we have,' Nero said.

'We leave tomorrow,' Raven told Vienna, getting up from her chair and heading out of the conference room.

'Max?'

'You two will leave tomorrow. Diabolus, Eco and I will hold down the fort here. You two are our last and only line of defense. Do not disappoint me, my dear.'

'We won't. That I can promise. People need to pay.'

'Just… get out of there alive, okay? I need my operatives, and if these people are as good as they seem to be, we may be in some serious trouble.' Nero turned to Darkdoom. 'I trust you have weapons and everything else they will need here?'

'Of course,' Darkdoom nodded, pulling up a picture of a nearby weapons locker on his Blackbox, which he sent to Vienna and Raven.

'I thought so,' Nero said, 'Well, you two will have all day to get ready. If you leave tomorrow at dawn, you can probably get there within a day.'

'Raven will want to leave earlier,' Vienna told him, 'She will want to leave as soon as we're packed.'

'Whatever measures you two deem wise are fine by me,' Nero replied, praying that their mission would not be a catastrophic failure.
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"So… up for an adventure?" Otto asked Wing when they got back to their room in the underwater base. "I hacked the security feed into the conference room, and found out Raven and Vienna are going to launch an assault on the Aquarius headquarters. Want to go with?"

"Stowing away sounds like a reasonable option," Wing replied calmly. "Not my idea vacation, but better than being trapped down here."

"Well, they're leaving in under an hour if the communications I managed to intercept were accurate."

Wing nodded, and with that, they were off to the hangar, where they found a curious looking machine that looked to be a combination of a Shroud and a submarine. Otto and Wing ran onboard after a nondescript security guard exited the craft, calling in to Raven that their ship was ready when they were. "Looks like we've got the right one," Otto said, "Luck us."

The stowaways hid behind crates of tactical gear. Within fifteen minutes they heard familiar voices boarding the craft. "Good luck to you both," one of them said. "Do be careful."

"We will, Max," Raven's voice said, heading for the cockpit. The door hissed open and then closed before the two stowaways heard anything else.

"Do be careful, Vienna."

"I will, goodness. It isn't like I haven't been on a thousand other missions before this. It'll be a walk in the park for us. Stop worrying like a drug addict's parent, Max."

"I… I care about this. A lot," Nero said.

"We'll be fine," Vienna assured. Wing gave Otto a look that said '_the air is cracking with tension_', but Otto could already tell. "Let us go. Things will all work out."

"That's what I worry about."

"Vienna, we have to go. Tell Max to step off of the ship!" Raven was now yelling from the cockpit.

"You heard her. I wouldn't disobey her orders," Vienna told Nero.

"Just… good luck." Vienna closed the door, the engines revving. She glanced over the supplies. They definitely had everything they needed to infiltrate the place. Darkdoom's staff seemed to be capable enough to pack what would be needed.

After a few hours, the craft came to a stop. Otto could hear voices, and he poked Wing awake, covering his mouth to prevent him from saying anything. "We're only stopping here for a few minutes," they heard Raven say, "I have a contact to meet. If he says HIVE has been taken over already, we're going to have to face an even bigger challenge."

Raven and Vienna exited the ship. When Wing motioned that he saw them walking away, he and Otto got up and stretched, Wing picking the lock to the cockpit. "Well, it looks like we're somewhere in Poland by the flight coordinates that they have," he said. "I wonder how long it'll be to HIVE."

When Vienna and Raven returned, the boys were back in their hiding place. Hours later when they stopped again, Vienna came into the cabin. "Boys, come on out. I know you're in here. Your return to HIVE will actually be quite convenient. See, you two had a good plan, but you seem to have forgotten that the cabin has carbon dioxide monitors. You can be invisible and silent, but you can't stop breathing."

Otto and Wing slunk out from behind the crates that had concealed them for nearly twelve hours, their heads bowed in defeat. One simply cannot beat carbon dioxide monitors in a closed area.

Vienna and Raven marched them out into the hangar bay of HIVE, but they were not met by a smiling Professor Pike. They opened the doors to see a HIVE that had very nearly descended into anarchy.
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GLOVE had taken HIVE, and the school seemed to have been under the organization's control for a while. Raven pulled Vienna back into the Shroud, the boys tailing behind her. She hit a button, engaging the cloaking mechanism. "Something's clearly wrong here. There's only one place we can go to get the help we need."

"Suit and Diabolus can't help us, we need a whole army," a voice said as they began to fly, miraculously getting out of the hangar bay unscathed. Echo emerged from the bathroom where she had been hiding for the last few hours.

"Oh look, another stowaway," Raven rolled her eyes, "I should have accounted for you in the carbon dioxide readings. I knew the level was too high for only two stowaways."

"Well, where are we going? Where can we get a whole army?" Echo asked, "I don't think we have one at our command at the moment."

"The most magical place on earth," Raven said cryptically. Vienna seemed to know what she was talking about, since she nodded and sat down in the copilot's seat. Wing, Otto and Echo were puzzled.

"Care to fill us in?" Wing asked when Otto began to laugh. Wing and Echo remained in the dark about what was going on, and Otto's sudden outburst made them uneasy.

"We're going to the happiest place on earth," Otto laughed, "That can only mean we're going to Disney."

"What's Disney?" Echo asked.

"It's a theme park located in Florida and California. I always get the two mixed up," Otto said, just as Raven told them that they were on a course for a safe house in Florida, where some vital materials were held and I can contact the people that I need to. There are a few switches that I can throw there and cut off all power to HIVE"

"Won't that cause some trouble for the students and faculty that are on our side? Like the life support systems that keep the volcano from exploding," Vienna asked, turning towards Raven.

"We'll leave those online as long as we can. We need to be able to get operatives there and keep HIVE online until they arrive. When they do, we need to make it a swift mission. We'll have an hour or so to get the school under our control before the volcano blows up and scatters villains all over the ocean."

"That's gonna be a problem if it takes an hour or so to get there," Otto said, noting the arrival time on the Shroud's GPS system.

"We aren't going to be the ones leading the charge, I'm afraid," Raven told them, "I'll have to give that job to the others. I know people. Don't worry, though, we have more than capable mercenaries all over the world. I'm going to call them when we get there."

"Rules," Vienna said, "Before we get there, there are a few rules we all have to follow. First, no matter how tempting, do not wander off. In fact, don't leave the base unless we tell you that you can, and if we give you permission, take at least one person with you, and keep your Blackboxes with you at all times. Don't spend money that you don't have, don't steal things from too many people, no murdering unless you have to, and don't get killed or lost."

"Fine, Mum," Echo whined as they landed.

"Let's go then," Vienna said, leading them out of the Shroud and into a theme park that was teeming with people. "Echo, Otto, Wing, you three can go and explore for a little while. Raven and I will call you when we need you back. Remember, STAY TOGETHER!" She had to yell the last after them, since they had already run off and were nearly lost in the crowd.

"You're sure that this is a wise idea?" Raven asked.

"They'll be fine, as long as they don't get arrested." Raven turned a corner into a back alley, the two of them sliding into a building that was marked 'staff only'. An elevator, two flights of stairs, and nearly five retinal scanners later, they stood in a room that looked much like the one the president of the United States held war councils in. Screens and monitors took up most of the wall space, and a table with an animated map of the world (accurate to the latest-known positions of international battleships) stood in the middle of all of the technology.

"This is amazing," Vienna said under her breath.

"We're getting a distress signal from the Mariana Trench," Raven gasped, running to a monitor. "It's been incoming for nearly an hour." For the next ten minutes, she tried to make contact with the base, but with no success. "Max, Diabolus, come in! SOMEONE ANSWER ME!"

"Oh my… Raven," Vienna called her over from where she sat on the floor, looking at a monitor that looked vaguely like a clock. "Raven, this is on a time delay."

"Meaning…"

"This attack happened nearly two hours ago. There's no one left in the base. It's been completely destroyed."


	30. Chapter 30

"Initiate emergency beacons, all hands on deck!" Raven called, flying back to her monitor and turning to different frequencies, attempting to make contact with anyone who could have survived. She stuffed a pair of ear buds in her ears, picking up a microphone as Vienna turned back to the clock device that seemed to hold the key to why the time had been delayed on all of the feeds.

"I'm the only other hands here," Vienna muttered, calling Echo, Wing and Otto back. She didn't have time to spare, so she just sent them a message, hoping that they hadn't lost their Blackboxes on a roller coaster. Turing to the screen in front of her, she started to try to reprogram the time delay to see what had happened in the two hour lag that they were experiencing.

Otto and Wing, meanwhile, were frantically looking for Echo. She had been right behind them in their roller coaster car. They had just gotten off, walked a few feet, and then… she was gone. "We can't lose her! What'll Raven say?"

Otto's Blackbox began bleeping. "Otto, you and the others get down here now. We need you, especially you. Something's gone wrong, and we need an interface. Follow the map I've sent you. Get here as quickly as you can. Where's Echo?"

"Erm, we seem to have misplaced her," Wing gulped. "Sorry."

"Lost her?! Well, we can't be bothered with that now. She'll find her way down to the base somehow," Vienna told them, shaking her head. "Just hurry."

"Just as long as there haven't been any deaths in the park, let her be," Raven called from behind Vienna. "Leave her be. I'll have Vienna send her the base's coordinates or something. We need all of you here. It's an emergency."

When Wing and Otto finally located the base, Raven had scanned nearly a hundred radio frequencies with no luck. "Otto, come over here. Scan all of the frequencies, every network you can get to, and see if you can make contact with anyone that was in the Mariana base." She stepped away from her seat, handing Otto a set of ear buds and a microphone, which he declined.

Otto closed his eyes, focusing on the streams of data that were coursing past his closed eyelids with dizzying speed. Billions of ones and zeros flashed past, frequencies, security codes, entire networks, flew through Otto's brain in milliseconds. After what seemed like years to everyone involved, Otto opened his eyes. "No luck," he said, shaking his head, "There's no one out there from the base. There were no survivors."

"No survivors," Vienna reported from the time-clock-thingy. She had managed to pull up the security feed from the base, and what she found was scary. There had been nothing wrong, and then alarm klaxons had started blaring. The klaxons lit the hall with red lights, and then the hall had been consumed in a ball of fire. No one had left the base since Raven led them away, according to the escape pod and escape chamber feeds. There were no survivors.
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Nero and Darkdoom were trying to hack into HIVE's network with no success. If only Otto had been there. Vienna and Raven had not reported in yet – they were probably still on their way, perhaps not even out of the six miles of ocean that were above them. "Sir," Shelby entered the room quietly.

"Yes, Miss Trinity?" Darkdoom asked, noting that she looked distressed.

"Well, on normal circumstances, I wouldn't be telling you that I broke into a room that I wasn't supposed to be in. it was just a hall full of pipes, probably for the plumbing or something. I followed it to the core of the life support systems, but I got a bit lost on the way. Sir, there's C4 wiring this place, and it's rigged to explode in twenty minutes, thirty tops."

Darkdoom and Nero exchanged a glance, and then Nero told her, "Get the others. Diabolus, we need a full systems can."

Darkdoom opened his Blackbox, scanning the life support systems. True to what Shelby reported, they were practically made of C4 and other plastic explosives. "We need to get out of here –Hello, Dr. Pond. Do you have something to report?" Darkdoom changed his voice, pushing the panic from it and speaking like nothing was wrong. An unassuming woman in a lab coat had entered the room, carrying a clipboard and looking like she was bursting with important news.

"Yes, Sir. We seem to be having a problem in vitals area six. Something's gone wrong with life support, and the pressure systems seem to be turning off. That means we have about twenty minutes until the water cracks the windows and kills us all." She didn't move, watching as Darkdoom's expression remained blank. "What do you want us to do?"

"Try to keep the systems up for as long as you can. Perhaps we can evacuate the building before they go offline."

"Yes, Sir," Dr. Pond turned to leave, and stopped at the door, where she turned back. "One more thing, Sir. I'm not brining systems back online. In fact, I'm turning all of them off, jumping on a GLOVE ship, and getting the Hell out of here before the place blows. But I don't think you'll be joining me." Pulling out a gun and shooting at the three of them. The group ducked, the window behind them absorbing the impact and miraculously not shattering and exposing them to skull-crushing pressures. Unfortunately, Dr. Pond closed the door, locking it behind her.

Shelby ran at the door, attempting to break it down with a blow from her shoulder. "It's not going to help," Darkdoom told her, "It's a meter of solid metal, and the lock can't be broken. I've had the best cryptanalysts try, and they can't open it, even if they have three quarters of the key already."

"Oh really?" Shelby asked, looking mildly concerned. "Wellllll, I'm no cryptanalyst, but I think I've broken it." She smiled, popping the door open with ease.

"Miss Trinity, you really need to teach me how to do that one day," Nero nearly laughed, hurrying into the corridor with the other two at his heels. "Let's go get the others and get out of here. There has to be an escape pod that we can still access. She can't have shut them all down."

"Afraid I can't tell you how I do it. Secrets of the trade. Come along, Brand," Shelby said to Laura, who they ran into in the hall. "We need to get the others and get out of here."

They collected the two remaining boys as the first klaxons began to go off. "We have five minutes," Darkdoom told them, "The alarms are designed as a last resort for a systems breach and-"

"Aye, we know, but hadn't we better be going?" Laura interrupted.

"Yes, let's go," Darkdoom said, running along the corridor with the group in tow. "Ah, here we are." They had reached a concealed door, Darkdoom wrenching it open and telling the rest of them to follow. The door opened into an escape pod, which he powered up and launched.

"We have got to contact Raven, Vienna, Echo and the boys," Laura told them. "They must have a monitor on this place, and if it goes up, they're going to think we all died."

"Well, we have to get about a half mile out before we can have a chance of living, with the amount of explosives that seem to have been wired in this place. I swear, I will NEVER have GLOVE construct anything in the range of secret bases for me," Darkdoom sighed, dropping into the pod's pilot seat.

"Nero to Raven, all frequencies, Nero to Raven, Raven pick up," Nero had taken the copilot's seat. "Nothing."

"Let me try," Laura said, picking up the microphone and talking as she rewired the console in front of her. A few minutes later, Darkdoom reported that they had passed the half mile mark that was deemed safe. A few seconds after his report, a blinding flash lit up the bottom of the ocean. The base was gone. "There's no way to make contact. We just have to wait."

"Systems are at minimal capability," Darkdoom reported. "We just have to wait."
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"Come and play cards with us, Max," Darkdoom said. He and the others were sitting on the floor of the escape pod, playing some form of cards, while Nero sat at the controls, trying and failing to make contact with the base in Orlando.

"You've been playing Go Fish for two hours now. Don't you know any other games?"

"Uh, not really," Franz said. Nero shook his head and went back to the control panel.

Meanwhile, Echo had been located at the lost-and-found-children's center and retrieved by Vienna. "Why didn't you call us? We've been trying to call you for the past two hours," Vienna told her, dragging her back into the underground bunker.

"Well, no one answered their Blackboxes, so I went to the place where lost people go."

"I **really** hope you didn't train any little kids to disarm full grown men or anything. Raven isn't too happy that you disappeared, but we have bigger problems on our hands now. HIVE is under GLOVE's control, and the undersea base was blown up by a rogue force."

"Rogue force? How? What?"

They entered the room, where Raven had put all of her available resources – meaning only Otto and Wing – on different battle stations. Otto had sent out messages to every available network, and Wing was now scanning the sky for any incoming Shrouds. Otto was also working on a relay that could patch them over to HIVE. Raven was pacing the room, a phone glued to her ear. She was jabbering away in Russian, gesturing wildly with her free hand.

"She's talking to a contact," Otto explained, turning from his terminal for a second. "A few minutes ago she was calling Peru. Now it's Russia, and the next one on the list is in Swaziland."

Raven hung up, flung the phone on the ground, stamped on it, and then pulled out another one, dialing a complex area code. "She's done that a couple of times now," Wing said.

"Alpha zone twenty-seven nine omega gamma kappa," Raven said into the phone. "Ah, there you are! Give me some good news." She waited for a second or two, and then hung up. "The Disciples are behind this," She told them, "It wasn't GLOVE at all. DAMN! Sorry." She inhaled sharply and continued, "The Disciples are an organization-"

"I know who they are," Vienna interrupted. "This is much worse than I thought."

"Info, please," Echo said, sitting down in a chair by the plotting table and taking out a can of soda.

"The Disciples were put together by a woman who had a vendetta against GLOVE. She's bent on taking over and exterminating every last person who is allied with Nero. And apparently, she's been funding the Aquarius Project and has now attacked HIVE. I really should have seen the funding thing coming," Vienna told her, kicking a wall.

"You're forgetting Max," Raven called, going back to her conversation in Dutch.

"Ah, yes. As far as we know, the others are dead. Something happened at the underwater base. Everything exploded. We're operating on the continuum that everyone else is dead. HIVE is no longer in our control, and we have no allies."

"I guess I missed a lot then. I really have no solutions to offer you. Sorry, I guess," Echo said. "Hey, can I order a pizza? I'm getting kind of hungry. You ought to pay your workers in food, Raven."

"No pizza… what is that?" Vienna dashed for a screen that was blipping feebly. It had been drowned out by Raven screaming at people, Otto tinkering and dropping bolts all over the floor, and Wing trying to talk to an air traffic control center in Malaysia. The screen showed a very faint transmission coming in from somewhere in the Pacific. She grabbed the headphones attached to it, turning on the microphone. "Come in, come in, transmission. Max, is that you?"

The connection was very patchy and irregular, but it made them all smile. "Vienna… save… alive… floating… help… HIVE… Raven… others… find…"

"Max, we can't hear you. You know what, speak slower."

"Vienna… save… us…"

"Raven," Vienna said, looking over at her. Raven nodded and headed for the door. "Boys, Echo, go. I'll be there as soon as I can. Max, can you hear me? We're coming for you."
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"We've got to get to them before the Disciples do," Vienna said, running into the Shroud and slamming the door behind her. "Let's go then. Raven, thanks for starting the ship up. Echo, boys, get into your seats. Once we're up in the air, I want you to get geared up. You never know if the Disciples will be there too." She turned to Raven and continued, "Sorry, but someone has to do the leading around here, and that's what I was trained for. We need to get there as fast as we can. No going below a hundred."

Raven looked like she was going to say something, thought the better of it, and then headed into the cockpit. The Shroud began moving in a few seconds, and within a minute, they were flying over two hundred kilometers an hour.

Meanwhile, the escape pod had surfaced in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Darkdoom opened the hatch with a gun in his hand. Carefully, he looked out, seeing only the ocean. He climbed back down from the ladder, telling the others, "Well, they aren't out there. They should be here soon, if what Vienna told us on the radio is true. Apparently Raven is driving with a lead foot."

"Well, what is being the plan?" Franz asked.

"We wait," Nero told them. "We have to wait for Vienna to get to us. Which is exactly why we all should get weapons from that closet over there. Because I have a very distinct feeling that Vienna and Raven aren't the only ones who are coming to find us."

"What is that?!" Echo yelled from outside of the cockpit.

"No idea," Vienna said. There was some sort of shimmery thing floating above the escape pod that they had located. It didn't look too friendly. She leaned over to Raven and whispered, "I don't think they're friendlies. Raven, engage the… oh no."

She jumped up and ran to the others. "Get into wetsuits, cabinet three. Get them out before they do. Anyone from that ship is hostile. Feel free to take them out. They may already have the others."

Echo and the boys ran for the cabinet, donning wetsuits over their jumpsuits and putting on masks that were designed to give them perfect vision, the ability to breathe, and the ability to communicate with each other underwater. They grabbed weapons made to work underwater, and got ready to jump. Just as Raven got them into position, Wing asked, "Three of us against how many of them? How many of them are there?"

"Four."

"Only four?" Otto asked. "I thought you said they were a threat."

"No, Mr. Malpense, there will be four of us," Vienna told him, pulling a mask over her face, grabbing a weapon, and jumping out of the Shroud without hesitation.

"Right then," Otto nodded. He followed her out. Wing shrugged at Echo, jumping out after them.

"Well, it's better than staying here," Echo reasoned, jumping after them. Raven sealed the doors automatically, turning on the Shroud's cloaking device and praying the others got to the escape pod in time. Shaking her head, she flew closer and readied the missile launching systems. Just in case.

Vienna nodded to the others, turning on her communicator and simultaneously rendering herself invisible to all who were not wearing the masks. "Let's go. Hopefully they're still in there and the hostiles haven't gotten to them yet."

Darkdoom opened the door when someone knocked. "Vienna," he smiled at the figure in black. "Max, your reaction time sped up." Nero slowly walked over – he had practically jumped up when Darkdoom had acknowledged their rescuer. "Well, ladies and gents, let's go. How'd you find us? Oh, hello, Natalya. Always an honor."

The figures pulled out guns, waving them at the inhabitants of the escape pod. "I'm not Natalya," one of them said. "Now come with us, and don't try anything."

Vienna got to the escape pod first, with Wing close behind. He opened the door and gasped. The pod was empty. "Vienna…"

"Raven," Vienna called in, hitting a button on her mask. "They're gone."

"Get back here before they find you. The invisibility features on your suits won't last forever, and I've tracked one of their airships – apparently it's still nearby," Raven told them.

Within five minutes, they were back onboard the Shroud. "Wing, Otto… where's Echo?" Vienna asked.

"There," Raven told her, coming to greet them and pointing out of the window. "They captured her. She never turned on her mask's voice relay, and her invisibility wore out. They've got her."

"Four fighters left, and a few at HIVE. Jolly good," Vienna smiled, taking a seat in the cockpit. "Let's go get our friends at HIVE."

"Great idea," Raven nodded, sitting down next to Vienna. "Let's go into the heart of the battle."

"Plan?" Otto asked.

"No plan," Raven affirmed.

"Do you every get the feeling they're insane?" Otto asked Wing.

"All the time."
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"Who the heck are you?" Echo asked the woman in the mask who had taken her.

"We are from the Disciples," said the woman, taking off her mask. She looked like a near-duplicate of Vienna, but her eyes were red. "You see, we don't like your leader-"

"I don't have a leader," Echo spat, "I have me and my friends, but no one is in charge of me!"

"Well, Nero then. Call him what you want. But he got away from us one too many times, and he and all of his little friends have to pay."

"Oh, shut up you deluded arse," Laura said from where she was tied up.

"Shut it, you little witch," said the duplicate, swiftly kicking her in the stomach before heading into the next room on the aircraft. They were left with a lone guard, but she was too formidable to cross. Their guard looked exactly like Raven, but her eyes were red. She sat there, tapping her foot on the ground with a rifle in her hands. Waiting.

"Well, hello there, Max," smiled Vienna.

"Vi, what are you doing? Help us!" Nero begged, trying to get out of the ropes that held him to the chair.

"Oh, Max," she smiled, "How innocent you are, how naïve. I'm not Vienna Black. I never was. I am a Disciple. Mother always loved me the best."

"Mother? You… you can't be Vienna."

"Mother Ana, the benevolent Mother Ana who we were created from. We are her perfect soldiers. Max, you're going to become one of us." She spoke peacefully, like a possessed cult member. "Mother always liked me the best, so she sent me to fetch you personally. She says she owes you one."

"Why aren't you looking at me?"

"Max, don't question me. You've known me for so long… you know my methods. I never tell anyone anything. But Mother Ana misses you terribly. You'll get to meet all of the others, of course. We have Raven, and probably an Echo somewhere too. Mother Ana has no use for the stupid ones, so she's probably dead, but we still may have had one at one point or another."

"Look at me!" Nero yelled.

"Max, listen," Darkdoom said, tied up next to him. "Remember what we were taught, and what you teach. When captured, listen and observe."

"How foolish you are, Max," Vienna said, walking around them slowly. "You don't seem to register the severity of the situation. You have been captured, and Mother wants to see you. She's quite mad at you. In fact, I don't think I'll get to see you again. How I would have loved to, though, but… my regrets. I really will miss you, though."

"You aren't Vienna!"

"She's never existed," the girl smiled, making eye contact for the first time. "I'm not even fully human."

"Red eyes… Overlord?!" Nero gasped.

"Oh no," the girl laughed. "I'm much worse than that."

Raven and Vienna landed at HIVE, motioning for the boys to follow them as they got out of the Shroud. "Engage camo," Vienna said, pulling out a handgun and checking around the corner. "we're clear."

They made it to the Professor's lab, where they knew that they would find an ally. And the Professor would be in his lab. He was nearly always there. Raven knocked, and they heard a voice say, "Come in."

Vienna slowly opened the door to find the Professor tinkering away. They all followed her, closing the door to avoid detection. "What was that?" Raven asked, dropping on one knee to take a firing stance. Something had clicked when they opened the door.

"If I'm not wrong, it was the lock," Vienna said. "Raise your hands and drop your weapons."

"Why?" Otto asked.

"Just do it. Because I said so. Listen to me and drop your guns, then raise your hands."

They did.

"Very good," said a voice. A woman stepped out of the shadows, pointing a gun at Raven. Eight others followed suit – they were surrounded.

"I'm sorry," the Professor sighed. "I'm so sorry."
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"Raven, what are we supposed to do?" Laura whispered.

"Surrender," she whispered back. "We have no options but to surrender."

"Quiet, you!" one of their captors shouted. "Speak one more time and you'll lose a few fingers."

"If you don't lose a few organs before that," Raven mouthed as their captor turned around to say something to her companion.

They were taken to a holding cell before being transferred to another part of the "correctional area" of HIVE. There they were photographed by strange beings in masks, and then thrown in separate cells with views of each other. "You'll be here for an hour or so while the Director decides what to do with you. Behave and one of you may end up surviving this place." With that, they were left alone.

"Okay everyone, we need a plan," Shelby declared as soon as their captors had closed the door to the hall. "I think I can break out of here, and pop all of your cells open."

"They're not physically locked," Vienna informed her, peering at the controls that were in the center of the cell block.

"No problem for me."

"But the controls are in the center of the room. They're impossible to reach form here."

"Like I said, no problem for me."

"I wouldn't doubt her," Laura told Vienna, shaking her head. "She's gotten out of much worse before."

"Exhibit A," Shelby declared, standing outside of her cell. "Simple! Pop open the circuit here, tie these two wires, and then POP! Laura's free." Within seconds, she had all of them out. Raven smashed the cameras in the room as Shelby opened the door to the hall.

"Which way?" Shelby asked, appearing behind the others. "I don't think I've been down here that many times."

"This way," Vienna told her, running down an adjacent hallway. They followed her to a security room, where two guards sat in front of monitors that were split into several screens. Vienna laughed, noticing that the ones that showed where they had been held were still running. Someone had set them on loop. That meant that Otto must have been around there somewhere.

"Look," Laura whispered, pointing to the screen on the lower right. It showed five cells that appeared to be in the area that held only the most dangerous prisoners. "There they are." Nero, Darkdoom, and the others were being held a few levels below.

"Plan?"

"Knock them out, take their keys, get the others, grab any allies and get to a safe house. I know of three that haven't been breached yet." Raven nodded her assent, and then pushed open the door.

"Men!" she proclaimed. "I'm here to relieve you. It's time for you to go to sleep." She nodded at Vienna, and they simultaneously knocked the two men out, jabbing them in their temples just hard enough not to kill them.

They grabbed sets of keys from the men's belt loops, set the cameras to loop, and then bolted out of the door. Raven took the stairs four at a time, the others having to hurry to keep up. Within a minute, she reached the level that the others were being held on. She opened the door to the hall, flipping a series of switched until the lights came on. The prisoners stirred, mumbling things about the light being too bright.

"Who's there?" one bold voice called out. It was Wing.

"A rescue mission," Raven told them, walking up to the first cell with Shelby, who dropped onto a knee and started working on breaking it open.

"Get away from him! If you want to attack anyone, it's Max and I first!" Darkdoom yelled from a cell down. "Max and I volunteered to be tortured before the children. At least respect that."

"What do you mean?" Raven asked. "We're here to get you out, not to kill you."

"Sure you are," Nero said from a cell at the end of the row, where the light did not fully reach. "Diabolus and I volunteered, and we know that's what you're here for. We don't mind. As long as we go first. The kids have no part in this. They're following our orders."

"Max, we aren't here for that." Raven had walked down to his cell, peering inside. "We're here to free all of you and get the hell out of here."

"New Raven, please don't delude us. Just kill me," Nero said.

"Raven, they aren't coming out of their cells," Laura told her, looking at Shelby, who had opened two of the cells already, and was working on a third.

"We're really who we say we are."

Raven went down to Wing and Otto's cell, looking at the two of them. The boys were sitting in the very back of the cell, adopting fighting stances. "Don't you recognize me?" By now she could tell that something was seriously wrong.

"Max," Vienna knelt next to his locked cell, looking at the man in the corner. She could see that he was watching her distrustfully, but much of him was obscured by the shadows. "Max, it's me. Don't you remember me?"

"You're not Vienna. I don't know what the hell you are or where you've come from, but there's no way you're Vienna. She's safe, and I'll never tell you where she is. You'd have to kill me first."
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"Maximilian Nero, can't you tell it's me?" Vienna asked, trying to see his expression in the shadows.

"NO. It's not you. You're some genetically engineered monster, but you're not my Vienna."

"Max, please, listen to me. We don't have much time. I don't know if we have any at all. But you have to trust me. I am Vienna Black, and I have been since the day I was born. Trust me, Max. I can't make you trust me."

"Vienna," Shelby interrupted, "We have two minutes, tops before they notice the guards haven't reported in and check into it. I can hear them calling for the guards outside."

"We need to go now," Raven said to the whole room. "If any of you want to get your sorry asses out of here, come with me now. If not, stay here."

"Max, please…" Vienna begged. "You just have to trust me on this. I don't know what's happened to you all that you don't believe us, but it's really me, and really Raven and really Shelby and Laura."

"Check them," Echo piped up from another cell. "Check their eyes."

"Our eyes?" Laura asked. "What about our eyes?"

Nero stood up, moving over to his cell's door. "Blue. Vienna!" he smiled for what felt like the first time in ages. "Get us out of here."

"What do you mean about eyes?"

"There is another Vienna and another Raven. For all we know, there could be another Shelby and another Laura," he explained, "and the only way to tell the difference is by their eyes. They all have red eyes. I think it's something Furan's been working on. Enough talk. Let's go." He ran out of the room and up the stairs, the others following behind.

Franz signaled that the corridor was clear, grabbing a gun from a nearby rack and leading the way. They had to turn around a few times until Nero took charge of the group. An alarm klaxon began going off when they reached an accommodation block. They didn't stop.

Meanwhile, the Professor had hacked into the security network. Really, it was easy enough to do. He had first found out that Nero, Darkdoom and a few students were being held hostage. Then he saw that the guards in one of the monitoring stations had not reported in and that a group had been dispatched to find out what had happened to them. A few minutes later, an emergency message had come through. The high security prisoners had escaped.

When he had found out about the escape, he had started shutting down the security systems that were keeping the Shroud launch bay protected. Nearly all of the measures had been taken off, but there were a few that would trigger massive resistance if set off or turned off whenever there was not an order issued from the new headmistress of HIVE. He had made sure a Shroud would be ready, and had gathered a few loyal students in his class, claiming that he was carrying on with activities as usual and holding a review session for an examination that would be given the next week. The students had since been told what was going on, and had been dispatched to gather weapons. They had all returned by the time the professor saw Nero leading a group past an accommodation block.

"Let's go," the Professor told his students, "it's time to get out of here."

They joined up with the others as they ran by the professor's classroom. Nero didn't say a word and only acknowledged them when they arrived at the launch bay. "Hello, Professor. Got the code for the door?"

The professor nodded, punching in a series of numbers that Otto helped provide, the door opening in seconds. Otto opened up a Shroud, the others rushing onboard as he made sure the launch bay doors would remain open. He joined them, slamming the door and falling into a seat as Raven stepped on the gas. Her foot was made of lead until they were nearly a hundred kilometers away, when she proclaimed that they were safe. "I'm taking us to a safe house. I've got a place in Bulgaria that we haven't had to use in years. We'll be safe there until-"

A sudden transmission cut her off. "Hello, Raven dear," Anastasia Furan's voice said over the intercom. "I think you'll find it harder than you think to get to your blessed safe house in Bulgaria. I've had it breached for a while now. And I have people waiting for you. Transmission over."

"Waiting for us? Why would she warn us?" Nero asked, standing in the cockpit.

"Max, Raven, sonar," Vienna gasped. There was indeed a blip on the sonar. It was coming closer very quickly. Raven tried to swerve out of the way, but the Shroud was rocked by an exploding missile. They banked sharply to the right, hitting another one. The Shroud lost power immediately, and people began to scream.

"Find the rafts," Nero commanded, "Get the students to safety. I want to talk to Furan. Get out of here."

"We aren't going to let them capture you again. There will be no way to get you back out of there. We have no allies left alive at the school," Raven said, motioning for Echo to get the students into rafts and life vests.

"Max, I'm not leaving you here to get captured and killed," Vienna objected.

"There's another option," Darkdoom ran up to tell them. "It'll be dangerous, but it's the only hope we can possibly have of not getting captured."

"We **have **no options," Raven told him. "It's impossible."

"Oh no it isn't," Darkdoom said with a smile. He held up something that looked like a remote car door opener, and hit the button. Below the Shroud, in the water, something clicked. "Me and my toys."
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As the Shroud began to sink, students started to evacuate. Echo went first, opening the door to Darkdoom's submarine and motioning for the others to get in the ship. There were a few students inside when they were surrounded by speedboats. In the distance, an aircraft carrier had been parked in the water. It seemed like someone knew all along that the escapees would be headed that way. Lights were shining for the boats, and someone had pulled out a megaphone. "Surrender yourselves now, or we'll open fire on you," the person holding the megaphone commanded.

"Not on my life!" Echo shouted, flipping the man off. He must have seen her gesture, because she had to dive from a bullet a millisecond later. "Hey pork face, nice shot! I could shoot better than that blindfolded!" She ducked again, this time jumping into Darkdoom's submarine with a student behind her.

More students were swimming from the Shroud to the submarine, but some of them were not making it in time. There was already blood in the water. So far no one had been fatally hit, but a few wounds would need to be tended to.

The Professor turned and smiled at the others, saying, "Geronimo!" before jumping into the water, dodging a few bullets, and making it to the submarine in one piece. Raven, Vienna, Nero, Darkdoom, Otto, and Wing remained. The girls had just jumped, making it safely, and Franz and Nigel had already made it to the craft.

"Boys, you next. Come with me," Darkdoom instructed, throwing inflatable life jackets at them. "They're encroaching on the ship, and we don't have much time. Let's get out of here."

He nodded to the others before jumping. Raven followed, yelling at Vienna to set the self-destruct sequence on the Shroud and "make sure to hit enter twice so it'll go down to one minute instead of starting a full countdown designed for safe evacuation! I'm going to jump and make sure the kids are onboard safely. Then I'm manning the onboard missiles. We'll blow them right out of the water!"

Vienna ran to the keyboard that Raven had been at, starting to enter a complex sequence as the Shroud was breached and Furan's soldiers began flooding the ship. "Nero, surrender yourself!" one of them called.

"You and your companions will die quicker if you come out with your hands up!" One of the soldiers came dangerously close to the cockpit.

Vienna, in response, opened a hatch in the floor, pulling Nero and the keyboard below and onto another deck. It was much smaller than the deck above, but there was a window that bobbed above the water, and a terminal that Vienna took over, continuing the sequence as Nero closed the hatch. "That'll buy us a few minutes," she said. "This'll be rigged to fire at twelve seconds, not zero. Because really, what evil genius sets a timer to explode something at zero? That's too predictable." She hit the last few keys, and made sure to hit the enter key twice. "Max, go. I have to stay to enter a few more lines."

"No way," he replied. "I'll stay here and enter them. You get out, take the students, and get as far away as you can before this thing goes up."

"Make me," she dared him, not looking up from the screen in front of her. "Get out of here now. We're down to fifty seconds."

"No," he told her as the hatch door was forced open and five armed soldiers came into the room.

"Hands up, you two," commanded the man in the lead. "Stop typing, girl."

"Max, run," Vienna instructed. "There's still time."

"Stupid girl, shut up. Stop typing and stand with your hands up. Don't fight, or we will kill you right here."

"Max, I'm sorry." Vienna stopped typing, turned around, and held up her hands. Before the soldiers could do anything, she ran towards Nero, pushing him to the window, clicking open the lock, and then pulling him out of the window with her, just as the countdown reached fifteen.

They swam for their lives, the Shroud exploding in a ball of fire behind them. Darkdoom closed the door to the submarine as soon as they had reached it. There they stood, appraising the situation with puddles forming on the ground by their feet. "Max."

"Vienna," Nero acknowledged how silly they looked, standing there, in the middle of Darkdoom's submarine's dining hall, dripping with seawater, with a bunch of students (who were somehow dry – had they been gone that long, or did Darkdoom have a massive dryer onboard?) staring at them. "Thank you."

"Injuries?" Vienna asked, paying no attention to Nero. "How many are there?"

"We've got two with direct bullet wounds in limbs, four with grazes, one kid with some jellyfish stings. Other than that, we're all okay," Raven reported.

Vienna scanned the crowd, checking for familiar faces. "In that case, where's Malpense?"
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**A.N.: I'm alive! Thank you for all of your concerns. Between school and holiday and just being massively lazy, it's gotten to be November before I updated. Oops. I hope you enjoy!**

Otto had indeed made it onto the submarine, and had decided to go exploring. Wing, Laura and Shelby were more focused on the injuries that they had sustained and wringing water out of their hair (that was Shelby especially), but Otto had some suspicions about this ship. Something about it just didn't feel right.

There was no crew that he had seen, which meant the submarine was run by computer. He reached out, looking for any sort of AI to talk to, but found only the cold, gray wall of security that would take effort to break through. When an all call was made by Darkdoom, ordering Otto to report to a conference room, he grudgingly obeyed, leaving the ship's computer room. He hadn't found a lot, but it was interesting nonetheless.

Otto found Nero, Darkdoom, Raven, Vienna, Wing, Shelby, Laura, and two men he didn't recognize gathered around a table. He took a seat beside Wing, waiting for the men to introduce themselves, but they seemed to be waiting for someone else. "We will have to start without her," Darkdoom said. As if on cue, Echo walked in, announcing her presence with a belch.

"Yo."

"Echo, we don't greet people like that," Vienna admonished her.

"Fine, Mum. Hello, everyone."

"Now that we're all here, I would like to introduce Hawley and Walden, both Subjects of the Aquarius Project," Darkdoom said, gesturing to the men.

The older one spoke, saying, "Hi. Hawley and I found Diabolus through his business years ago. We only managed to get back in touch with him by chance when the Project began looking for its Subjects. We've gotten a bit of intelligence on what the Project wants to do by recapturing all of us. Hawley?"

The man now known as Hawley cleared his throat before telling them, "They're running a series of tests on the Subjects they recapture. After that, there are plans to hold them and keep training them. Then the, what's his face, Dr. Crane, do you remember him? The chief scientist and genetic engineering guy? He wants to create a second generation of trained mercenaries. They have people searching every continent for us. We've been running for years now."

The expressions around the table varied from shock to utter indignation. Echo was the first one to speak. "Ain't gonna happen. No one's genetically engineering me."

"So they want to start their own little colony of trained super soldiers?" Laura asked.

"Pretty much," Hawley told her. "All we really can do is keep running and hope we avoid them."

"We can find a safe house that hasn't been breached and hope up there. We have arsenals in each one, and plenty of food," Raven offered. "I can tell you where the closest one is if you can get me our current coordinates, Diabolus."

"Sure." He pulled out something similar to a Blackbox and began typing away at it. A few minutes later, Darkdoom showed Raven their position on a map, and was soon lost in discussion about how quickly the sub could get to the closest safe house.

"What have you got at these safe houses?" Walden asked those not involved in the conversation about the sub.

"Most of them have a few bedrooms, and enough food and weapons to supply an army for months at a time," Vienna answered.

Raven startled everyone (waking Echo up entirely) with a sudden announcement of "we'll be there in an hour, tops."

"Where are we going?" Echo asked with a yawn.

"Into the heart of a war."

It was then that Nero made an executive decision. "We aren't taking all of the students into battle. Diabolus, we need to send some of them to safety. It would be nice to have an army to launch an attack and get my school back, but we need to keep as many people out of harm's way as we can."

"I've been thinking of that. We can drop them off at a base we know was breached and pass them off as kidnap victims. After all, we did take them from the school. They can be taken back and serve as spies against Furan," Vienna offered. No one objected.

When the submarine finally arrived, the only students remaining were Otto, Wing, Shelby, Laura, Franz and Nigel. The others had been captured by Furan's troops and told that they could reach the group over Blackbox channel 666.

Under the cover of darkness, Raven led the group through a series of underground tunnels. Once or twice, they ran into men carrying guns, but she seemed unconcerned. Smugglers, she said. On the surface, explosions could be heard going off. Apparently they really were I. A war zone.

"Where the hell are we?" Echo finally whispered, her curiosity getting the better of her.

"Syria. Hurry up," Raven told her. "We've got a bit more ground to cover, and then we have to secure the safe house before some of us can get any sleep. I'll expect two or three people to stay awake and take the first guard shift."

"Hawley and I will. We're the best rested among us," Walden spoke up.

They eventually came to a fork in the tunnel. Raven turned left, skirted around a boulder (Franz had to be pushed through. He was a bit larger than the space between the rock and the wall allowed for.) and opened a concealed door in the passageway. One by one they entered, scanning their retinas for recording.

Three hours later, they had all been fed and the base secured. Shelby and Laura were given one bedroom, and the boys had to share another. The rest of the bunk beds were pushed out into the common area and the couches were folded out for the adults. It made for an interesting scene - Raven sleeping like a cat on the top bunk, while Hawley sat on the bottom bunk with a shotgun facing the door. Walden sat on a chair, holding another gun and positioned in a different vantage point. Nero and Vienna had taken over the couch, but Vienna had built a pillow wall between them. Echo took up the entirety of another couch, sprawling out on it like a starfish and snoring loudly enough to compete with Wing.
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Vienna sat up with Wing, taking up positions guarding the others at four in the morning. They had said little after making a sweep of their hideout, checking every room even though Hawley and Walden had done the same thing only a few hours earlier. "I sense there is some sort of backstory between you and some of the others," Wing finally said, "some things that we haven't been told."

"I'm sure you've already gathered that Max has been - is -"

"Yes, anyone with eyes can see that much," Wing interrupted, falling into a lunge effortlessly. Vienna was silent. He took a breath before standing again. "There's also a bit of history that, how do you say... countermands that." It was a statement, not a question.

"Yes," Vienna answered tartly, "but may I remind you, Mr. Fanchu, that your place isn't to know everything about our lives. No matter how much you seem to think you have figured out."

"You and-"

"I believe," she smiled, "we should take stock of our provisions and see what sort of breakfast we can put together when everyone else is up."

When the rest of the group had woken up and Nero was frying eggs and attempting to flip pancakes on the stove in a cramped kitchen, Raven and Vienna held court in another room. "We've got enough supplies to last us a month or so. There's no danger in running short," Raven said, pulling a list up on her Blackbox. That leaves us with trying to recapture HIVE. From what intelligence we have, the place is pretty much secured into a military state. I'm open to suggestions."

"Don't forget the chocolate chips," Otto called to Nero.

"Productive suggestions, Malpense."

"Alright, this is pretty risky, but it could work," Vienna said. "We've got to get back to the school, take down the mainframe security system and scramble the rest, and split into two teams. One will work on keeping security down. The other will head for administer to and take down the big shots. I'm not saying we go in all guns blazing, but if we have to, we an go out that way."

Raven considered this for a second before turning to Otto. "Malpense, how quickly can you have a program up to beat the security system?"

"I'd need a preliminary program to test it, another test hack, and a few tweaks to that. Then I've got to take down normal security, but hat shouldn't take as long. Give Laura and I two Blackboxes and an afternoon, and we'll take it down for you," Otto promised.

"Great. You and Brand are on that. Trinity, Fanchu, the two of you have got some great combat skills. Bring Argentblum and Darkdoom up to speed. Walden, you and Diabolus may want to join them. Your skills could use a bit of work. Echo, they could use your help too. Max and I will join you after we've given Malpense and Brand a briefing on the security measures we've got, though I'm sure they've hacked it in the past. Vienna, Hawley, get to work on the plan of attack. You've got blueprints, and Hawley, I've heard you're a weapons man. Make it happen." Raven stood, signaling a break for breakfast. Everyone would hit their work hard as soon as they were finished.

And so it went on. Otto and Laura managed to program a way around the security system and added defenses within a day, and we're set to work hacking the Aquarius Project's database. So far they had found a bunch of useless data: basic information on all of the Subjects, their scores on firing ranges and plenty of medical charts. Otto had only begun to string through the higher-ups' emails and hack them when Laura interrupted. "I think I've hit gold. There are a few layers of security above them, but I can see some top-secret data here. There are tags on it that only appear in certain people's accounts, and with twenty digit passwords. Keep working on those emails and let me know if any of it could be used to get through here."

Walden had a headache. He assumed it had been from the intense training he had done for most of the day, and grabbed a water bottle. He made sure to stretch before he sat down, cursing the years he had spent not exercising. That Wing kid certainly knew how to make him feel old. Lord, this was turning into a migraine. Maybe it was all of the salt he liked in his food. Every doctor he had seen had said it would catch up to him.

Franz noticed it first. Walden had put a hand to his forehead, checking for a fever, when he began to tip over. He fell out of his seat and everyone, even Otto and Laura, who had been immersed in a world of code, rushed to where he lay.

Raven confirmed their suspicions. "Dead. He just keeled over and died."

"How?" Nigel asked, speaking for the group. "We were all just training. He went for a break, and..."

"If I had a guess, I'd say an aneurism. They kill randomly, and you sometimes don't know you have them until it's too late," Echo said. "Believe it or not, I've had some medical training."

As Raven, Vienna, and Nero debated about what to do with the body, everyone else reluctantly headed back to work.

Otto and Laura again zoned out, tapping away at their Blackboxes. The rest of the group went back to where they had been training, falling into a series of exercises.

"We shouldn't just dump the body," Nero was saying. "Even in a war zone, it could get picked up by the wrong people."

"That leaves us with only one option. We burn it," Vienna proposed. No one objected.

Late that night, she, Echo, and Raven brought the body into the tunnels, carrying it, wrapped in a rug, far from their hideout. A hatch was opened up, and the body thrown out into an area of heavy shelling. Finally, they doused it with lighter fluid, lit a match, and stepped back. There was a whistle overhead and they sucked into the tunnel again, the ground shaking as a rocket hit nearby. "If anyone finds him, they'll think he was a bombing victim. It's the best we can do."

Laura was still awake and working when Vienna took up the guard position. She hadn't responded to anything in the last few hours, so she must have been close. Vienna just accepted it and started reading a novel on her Blackbox. She had completely forgotten about Laura when there was an "oh my God" from her corner. "Vienna, come here. It wasn't an aneurism."

"What do you mean?" Vienna read doctors' notes over her shoulder, her jaw dropping.

_Subjects have all successfully recovered from implantation. Testing should begin once they have all fully healed. All chips are designed to be undetectable, unhackable, and impervious to radiation. However, caution should be taken with excessive trauma - one rat was found to have died from device detonation on a heavy impact. Detonation cannot be programmed, but all other forms of cognitive control can be activated or deactivated at the Director's wish. In simple terms, the colloquial 'Mind Control Protocol' can soon be enacted. Superior Subjects are almost complete. _


End file.
